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Abstract 

In 1996 New Zealand changed its electoral system from single-member-district plurality 

to a form of proportional representation known as M1IP. One of the most persistent 

theories in political science posits that plurality systems produce two dominant parties, 

which in turn leads to stable single party government. By contrast, it has been 

hypothesised that systems of PR multiply the number of parties, thereby encouraging 

governments which are less stable because more than one party is required to share in 

government. This thesis uses New Zealand as a test case for this "classic" theory, by first 

examining the shape of the party system and governmental stability in the past under 

plurality. With an emphasis on the constants in New Zealand politics underlying a 

change of electoral system, and an awareness of the theoretical implications of MMP, 

this study also makes projections regarding the future of the party system and stability. 

It was found that although plurality explained the maintenance of a two party 

system for some time in New Zealand, periods of multiparty politics preceding and 

following this era point to the influence of societal forces. Although this leads to an 

explanation which incorporates both institutional and sociological factors, the pressures 

for party fractionalisation under plurality may be temporary as a function of systemic 

de alignment. MMP will reflect party representation in relative proportion to vote shares, 

but the absence of secondary cleavages implies that the party system will consolidate 

rather than expand. Howe~er, it may be difficult for any single party to win a majority of 

seats under MMP, given that no party in New Zealand has won over half the votes since 

1951. Instead, the plurality electoral system has 'manufactured' majorities for the two 

major parties, and by employing duration as a measure of stability, it was found that 

these single party governments proved remarkably stable. However, in examining the 

pre-party era in New Zealand it was also found that administrations could remain stable 

despite technical changes in government, due to an underlying continuity of personnel in 

cabinet. MMP raises with it the prospect that this 'stable instability' might characterise 

government tenure in the future. New Zealand's experience with different types of 

government under plurality demonstrates that elected representatives will often act to 

preserve stability when it serves their interests. Thus while a change in electoral system 
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might alter the shape of governments and the manner in which they change, a shift from 

plurality to PR may have less significance for stability than it first appears. 
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Introduction 

I believe proportional representation could 
encourage an extremism that broad-spectrum 
parties have to date kept at bay.l 

Minor parties will hijack the political system 
which, under the pretence of fairness, will 
fragment and divide the nation as never before. 2 

The change they [PR lobbyists] seek has 
implications reaching far beyond the electoral 
system. It would undoubtedly introduce a level of 
uncertainty about the outcome of our electoral 
process, and eventually about our political 
process, which does not exist now. 3 

What PR will bring is not so much fairness, but a 
mix of mediocrity and decades of disjointed 
government. That would be the result of complex 
compromises that would result from a splintering 
of political parties in parliament. 4 

Proportional representation would produce an 
electoral and parliamentary fog - and a shaky 
governmen t . 5 

A change to MMP would introduce uncertainty, 
unpredictability and probably paralysis. 6 

[MMP will lead to] a period of political 
instability and economic decline. 7 

The above statements were made as arguments against the introduction of an 

electoral system based on the principle of proportional representation cPR), in the 

lead-up to the 1992 indicative and 1993 binding referenda which would decide 

ISimon Upton, National Cabinet Minister, writing about a change of electoral system in the New 
Zealand Herald, 8 January 1992. 

2Peter Shirtcliffe, Telecom chairman and spokesperson for the 'Campaign for Better Government', 
quoted retrospectively in National Business Review. 18 October 1996. 

3Helen Clark, writing in the Christchurch Press, 5 August 1992. 

4Bill Birch (1993) PR- Taking it Away from the People, in A. McRobie (ed.) Taking it to the 
People: The New Zealand Electoral Referendum Debate, Hazard Press, Christchurch, p.l32. 

5Michael Barnett, chief executive of Auckland Regional Chamber of Commerce and Industry, 
National Business Review, 19 June 1992. 

6Don Breadon, Wellington Chamber of Commerce president, quoted retrospectively in National 
Business Review. 18 October 1996. 

1 



Introduction 2 

whether New Zealand should change its electoral system. These commentators 

favoured the retention of the majoritarian electoral system, which had elected 

representatives to parliament since the beginning of responsible government in 1856. 

Central to their argument was the view that a shift to proportional representation 

would increase the number of parties in parliament and the extremities of their views, 

which in turn would engender instability by making it difficult for any party to win a 

parliamentary majority. 

The aim of this thesis is not to take sides in this debate, as this battle has 

already been fought and won by those in favour of reform, when 53.9% of New 

Zealand voters opted for a change to the Mixed Member Proportional (11MP) 

electoral system in the referendum held at the time of the 1993 general election.s 

Rather, the author became interested in the claims that were made by protagonists 

during the referenda campaigns about the connections between the electoral system, 

party system and governmental stability in New Zealand. In particular, the 'classic' 

theory which has long been advanced posits that systems of proportional 

representation lead to multiple parties and instability, while simple plurality elections 

are said to ensure stability by favouring a two party system. 

This thesis does not assert that the type of electoral system is the only factor 

influencing stability. Similarly, the stability of the political system and the number of 

parties are by no means the only political consequences of electoral systems, 

although they have attracted the most comment in the literature on the subject. As 

Vernon Bogdanor proposes, any complete analysis of the influence of electoral 

systems on political systems should also consider the effects upon the nature of 

political parties themselves, the relationships between MPs and constituents, 

campaign strategy, and political recruitment.9 That is well beyond the scope of this 

thesis, which only intends to examine two of the theorised effects of electoral 

systems in one country, New Zealand. 

7Jim Bolger, quoted retrospectively in National Business Review. 18 October 1996. 

8Stephen Levine & Nigel S. Roberts (1997) MMP: The Decision, in R. Miller (ed.) New Zealand 
Politics in Transition, Oxford University Press, Auckland, p.33. However, public opinion 
regarding the new electoral system has reversed since then, with a return to FPP favoured by 
most poll respondents (see Chapter Ten of this thesis). Thus the author refers to the 1993 
referendum as a 'battle' rather than the war. 

9Vernon Bogdanor (1983a) Conclusion, in V. Bogdanor & D. Butler (eds.) Democracy and 
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The change of electoral system in New Zealand offers a unique opportunity to test 

the theory that simple plurality and PR systems have divergent effects upon the party 

system and stability. In most countries the basic electoral system has usually persisted 

without fundamental change since their emergence as liberal democracies. Therefore, 

most studies in political science which seek to test the influence of different electoral 

systems compare the operation of these rules in different countries, and make 

generalisations about their effects based on this cross-national data. Some classic 

examples of the theory that simpii': plurality leads to stability and PR to uncertainty 

have emerged from these studies, where the type of electoral system has become 

synonymous with the level of stability of certain countries. For instance, those who 

campaign against the introduction of PR, like those cited at the beginning of this 

introduction, traditionally point to Italy, Weimar Germany and Israel as examples of 

multiparty instability under PR. Conversely, they uphold the stability of Britain, the 

United States, and New Zealand as successful two party systems operating under a 

simple plurality electoral system, although supporters of PR can easily provide 

counter-examples to both assertions. 

Thus while cross-national study of the effects of electoral systems may 

provide useful rules of thumb from a panoramic snapshot of a cross-section of 

different political systems, such generalisations are always subject to individual 

variation. In order to sustain the causal theory about the influence of electoral 

systems, and go beyond simple associations between that variable and the number of 

parties or level of government stability, these individual differences must be 

recognised. For if electoral systems have the effect they are predicted to in some 

countries but not in others, then intervening variables and conditions need to 

incorporated as qualifications to the theory, to improve its usefulness. By conducting 

tests over time for a given system, one may learn about the nature of the interaction 

between variables, because within-country comparisons provide a setting which 

eliminates more alternative explanations than comparative cross-national tests. 

The difficulty with comparative politics is that such precise experiments are 

usually unfeasible. For example, one cannot change an electoral system merely to see 

if the number of parties in parliament increases or instability results. Instead political 

Elections, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, pp.250-251. 
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science in practice has to work with variation which occurs naturally in the world. 

This is where New Zealand's recent change of electoral system becomes very useful. 

It's first virtue is that it constitutes a fundamental change in electoral law, from one 

clear 'type' of electoral system to another, rather than comprising a series of minor 

modifications. The second feature of this change is that it has occurred some time 

after the development of political parties and universal suffrage, in contrast to the 

experience of many European countries which switched from some form of 

majoritarian system to PR.10 By focusing on the influence of New Zealand's electoral 

system on the party system and stability over time, this thesis approximates quasi

experimental conditions. It treats other important factors as control variables 

(whether they are constants or differ only marginally) in order to isolate the effects of 

the independent variable, the electoral system. Thus the two primary questions that 

this thesis will seek to answer are: 

a.) Was New Zealand's simple plurality electoral system the cause of the two party 

system and consequentlY governmental stability in the past? 

b.) What sort of party system can be expected under New Zealand's new PR 

electoral system) and is it likelY to lead to significantlY less stable government 

than under the simple plurality system? 

Although the comparative study of the effects of electoral systems on party systems 

and stability tends to yield generalisations which do not do justice to the historical 

experience of different countries, a comparative case study on New Zealand alone 

might be seen to have limited application beyond this country. This study will show 

what influence the electoral system has had, and is likely to have in the future, in 

New Zealand. But given the assumption that individual country differences have 

IOIt should be noted that Italy (December 1993) and Japan (March 1994) have both recently made 
fundamental alterations to their electoral systems, after a long period in which it was generally 
thought that electoral systems would not go through further radical change. It was noted that: 

"Events in 1993-94 are the equivalent of three electoral earthquakes in quick succession, 
after generations of dormancy." 

(Pippa Norris [1995} The Politics of Electoral Reform, International Political Science Review, 
vo1.16 no. 1, January, pA). 
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mitigated the success of absolute rules regarding the universal effects of electoral 

systems, can anything of generality be drawn from this study? 

Rather than simply providing another case study to file into the comparative 

literature, the example of New Zealand has wider importance for several reasons. To 

begin with, from the 1930s New Zealand has been considered the epitome of the 

'Majoritarian' system, with single party majority governments alternating in a two 

party system, elected under single-member district plurality. Although Arend Lijphart 

includes these elements as part of his majoritarian model of democracy, New 

Zealand also contained most of the other criteria including fusion of power and 

cabinet dominance, asymmetric bicameralism, a one-dimensional party system, 

unitary and centralised government, an unwritten constitution and parliamentary 

sovereignty, and an exclusively representative democracy.!! The New Zealand 

political system was therefore the closest practical example to this particular model of 

democracy, but the change to PR has been hypothesised to change other features of 

majoritarianism beyond the modification of the single element of the electoral 

system. If it can be shown to have the effect of turning a two party system into a 

multiparty system, and stable single party governments into unstable coalition or 

minority governments, then a change of electoral system will seem very potent 

indeed. 

In addition, the fundamental but generally untimely nature of electoral system 

change in New Zealand may provide a more accurate example of the effects of such 

a change on modern democracies than do the distant cases of Europe in the first half 

of the twentieth century. On a more general level however, such a study should seek 

to contribute to the much wider debate in the discipline on the influence that 

'institutional' tools such as the electoral system have on broader political outcomes. 

An influential example of this institutionalist philosophy until the 1960s was the 

classic theory that PR systems multiply the number of parties and cause instability, 

while simple plurality systems provide stable government through two party systems. 

With the gradual recognition of exceptions to this principle, the theory was 

qualified but has never totally disappeared. The elements of institutions, such as 

electoral systems, have simply been broken-up into more manageable variables, and 

IIArend Lijphart (1984) Democracies, Yale University Press, New Haven, ppA-9. 
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more recently a 'new institutionalism' has become fashionable in the discipline, 

proposing that institutions do indeed matter. Discussions of electoral system effects 

often seem abstract and mechanical in academic work, as though a change in this 

variable is a rational exercise in "designing electoral systems"12 or "electoral 

engineering",13 while for some the electoral system represents "the most specific 

manipulative instrument of politics".14 Electoral laws are undoubtedly important for 

every group and individual in the society, because they decide who writes other laws. 

But if it can be shown in this thesis that they have an influence beyond their 

functional prescription in New Zealand, then an 'institutional' approach to electoral 

systems on a wider level may be warranted. 

Although the author intends to follow Vernon Bogdanor's suggestion to use 

"the methods of the historian"15 to study the interaction between electoral systems, 

party systems and stability for the specific example of New Zealand, the comparative 

cross-national literature on the effects of electoral systems will still be a crucial 

anchor to this thesis. Not only will the accumulation of comparative knowledge 

provide the theoretical frame-work, but it also ensures that this study is consistent 

with others by imparting definitions of the major variables involved. 

DEFINITION OF TERMS 

Electoral systems 

Rather than using the term 'electoral system', Douglas Rae preferred to use the term 

"electoral laws", as his study attempted to discern the effects that variations of 

individual electoral laws had on the political system. In a definition which has hardly 

been bettered since, Rae states that: 

12Rein Taagepera & Matthew Shugart (1989) Seats and Votes: The Effects and Determinants of 
Electoral Systems, Yale University Press, New Haven, pp.218-237. 

13Arend Lijphart (1994) Electoral Systems and Party Systems, Oxford University Press, New 
York, pp.139-152. 

14Giovanni Sartori (1968) Political Development and Political Engineering, in I.D. Montgomery 
& A.O. Hirschman (eds.) Public Policy, vol.l7, Harvard University Press, Cambridge 
Massachusetts, p.273. 

15Bogdanor, 1983a, p.261. 
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electoral laws are those which govern the processes by which electoral preferences 

are articulated as votes and by which these votes are translated into distributions of 

governmental authority [parliamentary seats] among the competing political 

parties.16 

Rae then regarded the total pattern of these electoral laws for a particular country as 

an organic interdependent whole - an electoral system. 

A basic distinction was made in the early literature between two broad types 

of electoral system: proportional representation (PR); and the simple plurality system. 

However, the world of actual electoral systems is far more complicated. It consists of 

a great many variations on both basic systems, as well as mixtures of the two and 

some procedures that are virtually unclassifiable under one heading or the other. 

Nevertheless, for the sake of parsimony and the fact that New Zealand's electoral 

system can be assigned to either of these two classes at different periods of time, this 

basic distinction will remain. 

In a typical simple plurality system,17 the country is divided into a number of 

constituencies (known as single-member districts) each electing a single 

representative. Voters can cast one vote each and the candidate with the most votes 

wins. Note that the candidate does not require an absolute majority (50% +1), but 

rather a 'simple' or 'relative' majority (ie. more votes than anyone else), known as a 

plurality. It is for this reason that this electoral system is often known colloquially as 

"first past the post" (FPP).18 

Under proportional representation, the aim is to apportion parliamentary 

seats to political parties 'in proportion' to the number of votes they receive, although 

some systems are more or less proportional than others. Ideally in such a system the 

whole nation would be treated as a single constituency and parliamentary seats 

allotted in strict proportion to national electoral support, as is the case in Israel and 

the Netherlands. However, it is more common for very large electoral districts to be 

16Douglas, W. Rae (1967) The Political Consequences of Electoral Laws, Yale University Press, 
New Haven, p.14. 

17Britain, the US, and formerly New Zealand were examples of countries which use simple 
plurality electoral systems. 

18In this thesis the terms "plurality", "FPP", and "simple majority", will be used interchangeably 
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used, rather than to conduct it entirely without constituencies. Nevertheless, 

multimember constituencies are much more likely to result in a more proportional 

outcome of party preferences than the restriction of only being able to return one 

member per district, as under plurality. 

Systems of PR differ from one another in nearly every conceivable way. The 

Slze of the electoral districts in PR systems range from very large, as in Weimar 

Germany, to little larger than constituencies used in some plurality systems, as in the 

French Fourth Republic. They also differ in regard to the way people vote. In some 

cases, one can vote only for party lists of candidates, instead of individuals, so that 

those heading the list normally receive the seats allotted to that party. In others, 

voters may express their preferences among candidates on a single list; and in others 

they may "cross-vote" and split their votes among candidates on different lists. 

Finally, systems of PR may differ in the ways seats are allocated among parties. To 

win a seat under PR a party must win a certain number of votes proportionate to the 

seat's value, but there are many different variations on how the "proportionate 

shares" of votes to seats are decided, using different allocation formulae (eg. the 

d'Hondt, Sainte-Lague, or transferable vote formulae). 

Plurality systems are on the whole less variable than PR systems, but they 

may entail important differences. It is possible to use multimember rather than 

single-member constituencies, just as the American states are multimember 

constituencies for the purpose of electing Senators. It is also possible to use a two

ballot rather than a one-ballot system, and in fact most of the elections under the 

French Third Republic were conducted by the two-ballot, or run-off, method. Under 

this system, if no candidate in a constituency received an absolute majority of votes 

in the original election, a second balloting took place in that constituency a week 

later, and in the run-off election a mere plurality of votes was needed for election. 19 

Although such systems could form a third class of "majority" electoral systems, the 

to mean the "simple plurality" electoral system. 

19The Australian electoral system works in a similar way, but instead of holding a second ballot, 
voters are asked to number candidates according to preference on their voting paper. If there is 
no absolute majority from the outset, the lowest polling candidate is taken out of the 
calculation, and his/her votes are reallocated according to the preferences marked on the 
papers. This process continues until an absolute winner emerges. 
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requirement of an absolute majority as opposed to a plurality of votes by the winner 

can be seen as a question of degree rather than difference. 

New methods of voting, counting votes, and allocating seats are constantly 

being devised. An electoral 'system' can comprise many different components, such 

that no two are exactly the same. For the moment, however, it will suffice to keep in 

mind only the basic distinction between plurality elections and proportional 

representation. 

Party systems 

Rae20 defines a party system as being not literally a collection of political parties; 

rather it is the competition between these parties within a single political regime which 

comprises a 'party system'. According to Riker, political parties are the publicly 

identified groups which compete for the right to govern. Whatever their functions of 

an ideological nature, at the most practical level political parties serve to organise 

elections. Politicians, candidates and supporters with common interests (be they 

ideological, identity with a group, or simply the desire to win) appeal to voters under 

a common banner and thereby generate political parties.21 Thus the party system is 

the matrix of competitive relationships between these parties. 

Jean Blondel22 was one of the first to classify party systems effectively, 

according to the number of parties usually represented and their relative strengths in 

the legislature. Blondel categorised four main types of party system which have 

remained surprisingly durable: the two party system (eg. US, NZ, UK, Austria), the 

two-and-a -half party system (eg. Canada, Germany, Luxembourg, Australia), the 

multiparty system with one dominant party (eg. Italy, Sweden, India, Norway), and 

the multiparty system with no dominant parties (eg. Switzerland, Netherlands, 

French Fourth Republic, Finland).23 

20Rae, 1967, p.47. 

21William H. Riker (1986) Duverger's Law Revisited, in B. Grofman & A. Lijphart (eds.) 
Electoral Laws and their Political Consequences, Agathon Press Inc., New York, pp.20-21. 

22 Jean Blondel (1968) Party Systems and Patterns of Government in Western Democracies, 
Canadian Journal of Political Science, yoU no.2, June. 

23Blondel, 1968, p.187; and Lijphart, 1984, pp.118-9. A number of party systems which are 
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As with electoral systems, political scientists have chosen to divide party 

systems into two general categories: namely they make a distinction between two 

party and multiparty systems. The last three types of party system that Blondel 

categorises above are collectively known as multiparty systems, although they range 

from "moderate" to "extreme" multiparty systems. The variable that underlies both 

distinctions is the number of parties. 

The practical problem in measuring the number of parties is how to count 

parties of unequal size and how to count very small parties; meaning that some kind 

of weighting is necessary. For example, Britain has what is called a two party system 

even though others exist, and yet they are simply discounted because they are 

superfluous to the formation of government.24 Therefore, when political scientists 

talk of party systems, they really only include those parties that are able to realistically 

compete with other parties. A basic method of counting the number of relevant 

parties in a party system is to distinguish between those parties which win 

representation (the number of parliamentary parties) and the larger pool of those who 

simply receive votes (the number of electoral parties).25 

Because not every party which stands in an election can be elected,26 all electoral 

systems tend to favour the larger and to discriminate against smaller parties. This was 

one of the important findings of Rae, and led him to predict that the number of 

parliamentary parties will always be lower than the number of electoral parties.27 

theoretically possible do not appear to exist. There are no durable three party systems or 
unbalanced two party systems. For example, where three parties exist, Blondellabels this a 
"two and a half' party system, because no party system persists where there are three parties of 
equal strength (Blondel, 1968, pp.185, 189). 

24Lijphart, 1994, p.67. 

25Rae (1967, pp.49, 60) and Lijphart (1994, p.70) make the distinction between 'elective' and 
'parliamentary' parties, while Taagepera and Shugart (1989, p.64) label them 'electoral' and 
'assembly' parties. The author has decided to use a mixture of both approaches by employing 
the electoraVparliamentary terminology. 

26Unless the number of parties equals the number of voters, or the number of electoral parties 
equals the number of seats available. 

27If a single pattern emerges from his study with status approaching a "law", it is the persistent 
bias of electoral laws in favour of strong parties against their weaker competitors. Thus 
parliamentary party systems are less fraction ali sed than their electoral counterparts because all 
electoral laws exert a defractionalising effect (Rae, 1967, pp.134-135), and this was 
statistically confirmed by Lijphart(1994, p.70). Taagepera & Shugart (1989, p.84) calculated 
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This general disproportional effect of all electoral systems has hardly been 

disputed. But for over a century, political scientists have been struck by the close 

association between proportional representation and multipartism on the one hand, 

and that between single-member district elections and the two party system on the 

other. From this association comes the conclusion that an institutional tool like the 

electoral system constitutes an important determinant of the type of party system 

which develops in a society. 

All societies, even the most consensual, consist of a great many segments 

having different political interests and opinions. In plurality systems however, these 

segments tend to become aggregated into a low number of organisations of electoral 

competition, usually only two. Most political scientists would agree that all 

majoritarian systems (including the plurality formula) make it difficult for small 

parties to gain representation, unless they are geographically concentrated, because 

they need to win majorities or pluralities of the vote in each of the electoral districts 

to do so. No group can reasonably hope to win any representation without 

mobilising large numbers of supporters in each constituency. Thus if winning 

representation is defined as getting the most votes (as a plurality) in a constituency, 

then one might reasonably expect a two-party competition owing to the necessity 

under this definition to maximise support. An overall disproportionality between 

votes and seats arises where votes for parties other than the two major ones are 

"wasted," even if they comprise a significant number when aggregated across all 

electorates. 

This situation is less likely to exist the closer an electoral system moves 

towards achieving proportional representation. The aim of PR is to award 

representation to parties in proportion to their total nation-wide vote. If winning 

representation in a PR system is defined as the achievement of a significant number 

of votes without needing to attain the most votes (as in a plurality system), then it is 

likely that more than two parties are able to realistically compete for power. Such 

"splintering" of the party system takes place chiefly because, in theory, nothing under 

pure PR seems to compel any large-scale co-operation between segments of society 

that the workings of the electoral rules tend to reduce the number of parties by almost one half 
a party on average. 
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with different political VIews at the electoral level, as they are able to gam 

representation on their own. 

Further, a theoretical relationship between electoral systems and stability has 

been established which utilises the intermediary variable of the relevant party system. 

In short, it is thought that where multiparty systems exist under PR, instability is 

more likely because of the probability that government will have to be shared 

between more than one party. In a two party system produced by plurality, stability is 

thought to be more likely because the chances that a single party majority 

government will be formed are logically greater. But what do we mean by stability? 

Stability 

'Stability' is a nebulous term in politics, and is usually made clearer by the addition of 

modifiers which help to further define this concept. The focus of this thesis is on 

governmental stability, the steadiness and constancy of cabinet governments elected 

democratically. More general usages of stability prefixed by the terms 'political' or 

'regime' refer to the steadiness of the political system as a whole: where instability 

occurs at this level the very legitimacy of the political process is challenged. 

Governmental stability, as a subset of this overall phenomenon, is a variable which is 

assumed to be more directly related to the type of electoral system and party system. 

The stability of party government is still a much contested notion in the 

literature on governments, with most authors using duration as a 'proxy' of stability. 

As Lijphart states, although cabinet durability is only a rough indicator to test the 

relative power of the executive and legislature, it is perhaps the best one available. 28 

But how does the length of time a government rules relate to stability? If we 

recogmse "stability" as being the quality of being "steady", "lasting", or "firm in 

character", then cabinet durability fits the bill in a literal, immediate sense. 

Beyond the dictionary definition, stability also has a kind of abstract character 

of its own. A stable government is one which is able to carry out the tasks of 

government effectively, without being unduly hindered by external diversion or 

internal division. A short-lived government could be assumed to be less likely to 

28Lijphart. 1984. p.80. 
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deliver this sense of stability. When a government lasts its full term (or is expected 

to) this provides a kind of psychological stability in the minds of its citizenry, or at 

least a certain level of predictability about how a government will act and how long it 

will last. The basic concern regarding unstable government is the lack of continuity, 

and the inability of a government to produce a coherent, relatively predictable policy 

output over time and over a specific range of issues. 

Whether the length of time that a government survives is necessarily the most 

suitable measure for both of these literal and abstract definitions of stability remains 

to be seen in the following chapters. Nevertheless, the greatest virtue of cabinet 

durability as an indicator of government stability for political scientists is that it is 

measurable. It is able to be used as a variable in endless statistical computations and 

correlations to form the basis of dry textbooks with rather damp conclusions. But the 

problem with duration is one of defining what a government is, or more specifically, 

when a government is deemed to have ended. 

Blondel defined a government as one with the same Prime Minister, and 

relying on the support of the same parties.29 While a change in the basis of party 

support for the government certainly constitutes a change of government, a change 

of prime minister may be due to accidental or health-related causes, or retirement at 

old age. Nonetheless, changes of PM, even with the same party support, are 

sometimes an indication that a governmental crisis has taken place. Blondel adds that 

governmental stability is technically much higher everywhere than it is intuitively felt; 

in other words PMs can be frequently replaced and reshuffles in Cabinet can occur 

and appear routine, and the result is not a crisis.3o What is "intuitively felt" does in 

fact seem to relate closer to actual stability, once again illustrating the tension 

between technical and abstract stability. 

Although some agreed with Blondel's definition,31 more recently political 

scientists have begun to define the government period from other criteria including 

elections and resignations, and not simply from the continuity of PM and party 

29Blondel, 1968, p.190. 

30Ibid., p.190. 

31Michael Taylor & Valentine M. Herman (1971) Party Systems and Government Stability, 
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composition. They argue that there are good reasons why governments resign, even 

if they re-form later along the same party lines with the same PM. It is likely that 

after such a re-formation power relationships and/or policy priorities will have 

changed, so that it makes sense to distinguish separate administrations before and 

after such events.32 Thus the criteria of government change now includes: (a) post

election formation; (b) change in PM; (c) change in the party composition of cabinet, 

and; (d) resignation in an inter-election period followed by reformation of the 

government with the same PM and party composition.33 

With the definition of these criteria for measuring government duration, this 

variable can be operationalised as a measure of stability. Thus variation in time is able 

to be matched against other variables or attributes, including the type of electoral 

system and party system, and this is the basic approach which will be followed in this 

thesis. However, in order to determine whether the electoral system can explain the 

party system and level of government stability in New Zealand, this study also relies 

on qualitative research to contextualise the quantitative data. What follows is a plan 

of how the relationship between electoral systems, party systems and governmental 

stability in New Zealand will be approached in the following chapters. 

ORGANISATION OF STUDY 

The first two chapters of this thesis will identify the source of the theory that PR 

electoral systems lead to multipartism and instability, and plurality produces two 

party systems and stable governments, as well as the theoretical and empirical 

support for these propositions. This theoretical framework which spans two chapters 

is further divided into four parts. Chapter One begins with the first part, which 

examines the origins and rationale of the 'classic' theory described above. In 

American Political Science Review, vo1.65 no.I, March, p.29; and Lawrence C. Dodd (1976) 
Coalitions in Parliamentary Government, Princeton University Press, Princeton New Jersey, 
p.6 footnote 4. 

32Ian Budge & Hans Kernan (1990) Parties and Democracy: Coalition Formation and Government 
Functioning in Twenty States, Oxford University Press, New York, p.15. 

33Ibid., p.73; see also Jaap Woldendorp, Hans Kernan, & Ian Budge (1993) Handbook of 
Democratic Government: Party Government in Twenty Democracies 0945-90), Kluwer 
Academic Publishers, Dordrecht, pA. 
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recognition of a division in the literature after the last world war, the second part of 

this first chapter evaluates the influence of the electoral system on the party system 

by attempting to balance 'institutional' and 'sociological' models. 

Chapter Two begins with the third part of the theoretical framework of this 

study, which proposes an integrated approach to the measurement of the effect of 

the party system on stability, using actor preference models, attribute theories and 

the notion of critical terminating events. The fourth part of this review establishes 

whether, once separated by modern political science literature, the link between 

electoral systems and stability via the party system can still be maintained. From the 

examination of such theories, some hypotheses can then be drawn about the 

expected influence that the electoral system should have had on New Zealand's party 

system and political stability in the past, as well as what might be expected in the 

future given the change of electoral system in New Zealand in 1996. 

The period of New Zealand's political history examined in Chapter Three spans from 

the advent of responsible government in 1856 to the beginning of the Liberal 

government in 1891. The importance of this era is represented by the fact that it 

largely preceded the formation of formal political parties, removing an explanatory 

variable from the study of stability for this period. However, elections were 

conducted under plurality rules from the beginning of this period, and so this chapter 

will seek to examine whether the electoral system had any effect on stability, or 

whether the absence of parties was a more important factor in the duration of 

governments. 

The next phase of New Zealand politics from 1891-1935 analysed in Chapter 

Four saw the emergence of a single political party to begin with, which had evolved 

into a three party system by the 1920s. This occurred under a plurality electoral 

system for the most part, so this chapter will not only attempt to explain how the 

advent of parties generally affected the relationship between the electoral system and 

stability, but also how three parties were able to survive under plurality, and what 

consequences this had for government stability. 

Chapter Five takes in a period of New Zealand politics from 1935-1993 

which was dominated by the persistence of two major parties, Labour and National. 

This chapter will examine what effect the plurality electoral system had on the 
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emergence and maintenance of this classic two party system, and then analyses what 

influence the presence of two major parties had on stability. In turn a more direct 

role for the electoral system in determining governmental stability will be assessed 

beyond any effect on the party system which may be found. 

Towards the end of this period of two party politics under plurality, New 

Zealand voted to change its electoral system to more proportional rules under MMP. 

Chapter Six will begin by briefly outlining the process and motivation for this 

change, and will then examine how the "mechanical" translation of votes to seats 

under MMP might affect the number of parties and stability. Finally, this chapter will 

discern the likely "psychological" effects of a change of electoral system on the party 

system, given the prior analysis of the mechanical workings of MMP. 

The change from plurality to MMP was not immediate following the 1993 

referendum result, and Chapter Seven examines the extraordinary three year 

transition period between the two systems. With a close election result in 1993 under 

plurality and the onset of MMP in 1996, this chapter will analyse the effect that this 

'new environment' had on the parliamentary and wider electoral party system. The 

governments of this period will also be examined, to judge how they adjusted to the 

wider effects of electoral system change, and whether this entailed a reduction in 

stability. 

With the change to a form of PR, the classic theory predicts that parties will 

rarely govern alone as a majority in a multiparty parliament. Apart from episodes of 

coalition and minority government during the periods examined in Chapters Four 

and Seven, this situation has not occurred for some time in New Zealand, so Chapter 

Eight investigates what institutional and constitutional measures exist to preserve 

stability when it is unclear who will govern. The focus in this chapter is largely on the 

rules which surround the formation and termination of governments, as these points 

of change act as the parameters of duration. Depending upon what conventions exist 

to govern this change, at some point the responsibility of the electoral system for 

stability is passed onto the participants in this process. 

Given that beyond the influence of the electoral system, the onus of 

maintaining government stability rests with elected representatives, Chapter Nine 

presents the results of a study of the expectations of MPs regarding stability under 

MMP. This is an attempt to complete the theory which relates electoral systems to 
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stability, by investigating how the results of the former variable influence politicians 

to act with regard to the latter. Thus MPs are not only asked about whether 

governments will be as durable under 1\tIMP, but also which type of government they 

prefer, and what other factors might lead to instability. 

Chapter Ten of this thesis is written in the manner of a postscript, by 

examining what effect the first 1\tIMP election in October 1996 has had on the party 

system and stability in New Zealand after twelve months. Although the time period 

under study is limited, it may already give an indication of the likely direction of the 

party system in the future under 1\tIMP, while also signalling what form governments 

will take in the new environment, and how vulnerable they might be to instability. 

Finally, some conclusions will be drawn as to the validity of a theory which posits 

that electoral systems affect party system and governmental stability given the 

experience of New Zealand. Although the classic theory is qualified in Chapters One 

and Two, this modified theory will be matched against the experience of New 

Zealand under the plurality electoral system. Further, the conclusions reached here 

will have impliqtions for the efficacy of the qualified theory in predicting the 

consequences for the party system and stability in New Zealand under MMP. Thus it 

is hoped that this thesis will not only test the classic theory with a relevant case study, 

and recognise any qualifications required for an effective comparative theory of 

electoral systems, party systems and stability, but also identify those characteristics 

which act as constant variables in New Zealand's search for stability. 



CHAPTER ONE 

The "Classic" Theory 
and the Relationship Between 

Electoral Systems and Party Systems 

Electoral mechanisms are strange devices - simultaneously cameras and projectors. 
They register images which they have partly created themselves. 

Maurice Duverger 1 

One of the most enduring hypotheses in political SC1ence is that which proposes 

some form of causal connection between the stability of governments and the "rules 

of the game" under which parties contest each other, the electoral system. That in 

turn is linked to a broader question which affects the very intellectual identity of the 

discipline: to what extent are political outcomes shaped by institutional arrangements 

operating to some degree independently of social structures, interests and cultural 

expectations? 

This chapter, and the one which follows, attempts to show how this broader 

problem has been approached by those researching the effects of electoral systems 

on party systems and stability. Part I of the theoretical component of this thesis 

examines the development of what the author calls the 'classic' theory, which plots a 

straight line between electoral systems and governmental stability. At least until the 

1950s, conventional wisdom had it that PR electoral systems led to instability by 

producing multiparty parliaments, while stable governments were to be found under 

plurality electoral systems which encouraged two-partism. 

IMaurice Duverger (1984) Which is the Best Electoral System?, in A. Lijphart & B. Grofman 
(eds.) Choosing an Electoral System, Praeger, New York, p.34. 

18 
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However, some forty years ago this theory was dislocated by a split between its two 

major propositions. This saw the intermediary variable of the party system modelled 

alternatively as the dependent and independent variable. One of the sub-fields which 

resulted focused more closely on stability, and employed one of the most proximate 

variables, the party system, to explain the variance in the duration of governments. 

This theory which links the type of party system to stability is dealt with in Part III at 

the beginning of Chapter Two. 

The other sub-field is explored in Part II of this chapter, namely the link 

between electoral systems and party systems. The division in the literature on this 

question centres on the direction of causality in this relationship. While the modern 

proponents of the classic theory have attempted to explain the fractionalisation and 

polarisation of the party system through the differing effects of plurality and PR 

electoral systems, their opponents uphold the organic roots of political parties in 

societal issue dimensions, and infer that electoral systems are products rather than 

instigators of the party system in this process. Thus the debate about the effects of 

the electoral system on the party system draws on core arguments in political science 

over whether politics is best explained by institutional or sociological factors. 

PART I: THE "CLASSIC" THEORY OF 
ELECTORAL SYSTEMS AND STABILITY 

The theoretical attributions of electoral systems regarding the party system and 

government stability arose from the historical sequencing of the two general classes 

of electoral system outlined in the introduction: plurality and proportional 

representation. The plurality electoral system easily predated proportional 

representation. Established in England since the Middle Ages, the plurality formula 

was originally used in two-member constituencies to ensure the election of "two 

knights from every shire and two burgesses from every borough" to the House of 

Commons, from the two highest polling candidates.2 

2Stein Rokkan, (1970) Citizens. Elections. Parties, Universitetsforlaget, Oslo, 1970, p.156. 
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Nonetheless plurality met with general acceptance even when applied to single

member districts, as the notion of the single-member constituency also dated back to 

pre-democratic days, when legislators represented corporate bodies such as localities, 

economic corporations, universities, and the like, rather than individual persons. 3 

From Britain the combination of the single-member-district plurality system was 

exported to many other countries, and formed the predominant basis of 

representation in Canada, Australia, New Zealand and the United States, even before 

it came to be accepted as the norm in Britain by 1885.4 

Because of its pre-democratic ancestry, the plurality system was not designed 

to achieve proportionality between votes and seats for political parties. Indeed, 

political parties did not even exist when plurality was first introduced. Because, under 

plurality, voting is within distinct geographical constituencies, each returning one 

member to represent that area, the existence of national political parties is 

theoretically irrelevant to this process. Each electorate can be seen as a mini-election 

within itself. It was not until stable political parties emerged that some account had 

to be taken of their nation-wide representation as such. Otherwise, parties which 

received a significant number of votes across a series of electorates might not receive 

seats in proportion, unless they were able to gain a plurality of votes to win individual 

electorate contests. 

Paradoxically, by the time the plurality system in single member 

constituencies came to be the norm in Britain, the idea of representation upon which 

it was based already seemed unreal; for it had been eclipsed by the growth of parties. 

With the fading of older ideas of territorial representation, the plurality system could 

no longer be defended as securing adequate representation of communities, when it 

3Harry Eckstein (1963) The Impact of Electoral Systems on Representative Government, in H. 
Eckstein & D. Apter (eds.) Comparative Politics: A Reader, Free Press, New York, p.248. It 
was this idea of representation which justified for so long the existence of rotten boroughs in 
England, which were constituencies consisting of virtually defunct communities, represented 
by aristocrats who could do pretty much as they pleased. 

4Vernon Bogdanor (1983) Introduction, in V. Bogdanor & D. Butler (eds.) Democracy and 
Elections, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, pp. 3-4. Prior to the 1832 Reform Act, the 
House of Commons contained 558 members, of whom only 74 (13%) were returned from 
single member districts (Leslie Lipson { 1964} The Democratic Civilisation, Oxford University 
Press, New York, p.322). 
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produced such significant disproportionality in the transfer from votes to seats for 

parties.s 

The theory of PR grew in favour as a means of achieving fairer nation-wide 

representation for political parties, borrowing elements principally from the liberal 

school of individualistic democracy. Once the universal and equal adult franchise was 

admitted, it followed that not only should every adult be able to vote, but also that 

each vote should possess the same value for the purposes of representation6, In this 

regard, the plurality system tended to "waste" the votes of those who had not backed 

the winner in their electorate contest. 

The advocacy of different schemes to achieve "proportional representation" in an 

electoral system from the mid-nineteenth century onwards, started an ongoing debate 

about the wider effects of electoral systems.? Thomas Hare, one of the "fathers" of 

PR, proposed a proportional system in 1857, to lessen the possibility of a "tyrannous 

majority" by assuring electoral "minorities"(those who voted for unsuccessful 

candidates) some sort of representation.s Hare wanted to abolish local districts in 

order to create a huge voluntary constituency stretching over the whole country, to 

permit one vote for a multitude of candidates, but to allow this vote to be 

transferable so as to ensure that minorities returned their candidates. This plan 

5Bogdanor, 1983, pp.3-4. 

6James Hogan (1945) Election and Representation, Cork University Press, Cork, p.lO. 

7 At this time Lord John Russell's unsuccessful reform bills provided for what the British called 
"three-cornered constituencies", a rudimentary form of PR based on each voter having two 
votes in a three-member constituency(John Stuart Mill { 1905} Considerations on 
Representative Government, Reprint of 1861 edition, George Routledge & Sons, London, 
p.132). 

8Carl J. Friedrich (1937) Constitutional Government and Politics, Harper & Brothers, New York, 
p.263. Thomas Hare's scheme, first expounded in 1857 in a pamphlet entitled The Machinery 
of Representation (more fully developed in 1859 in his Treatise on the Election of 
Representatives, Parliamentary and Municipal) cannot claim to be the first exposition of the 
idea of proportional representation. The idea appeared in the French National Convention in 
1793, without leading to action. It was further elaborated by the mathematician Gergonne 
(1820), and developed independently by an English schoolmaster, Thomas Wright Hill, whose 
son took it to Australia (1839). At about the same time, in 1842, the idea gained a foothold in 
Switzerland when Victor Considerant proposed a PR system to the Council of Geneva. Two 
years later Thomas Gilpin published a pamphlet On the Representation of Minorities of 
Electors to Act with the Majority in Elected Assemblies (1844), setting forth another plan for 
PRo Finally, twelve years later the Danish minister of Finance, Carl Andrae, worked out a 
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highlights two important factors which contribute to the proportionality of party 

representation in an electoral system: the electoral formula used (in this case, the 

transferable vote), and the district magnitude (the number of members elected per 

constituency) . 

John Stuart Mill popularised Hare's method in Considerations on 

Representative Government (1861), by providing the philosophical justification that 

Parliament should contain "not just the two great parties alone", but representatives 

of "every minority ... consisting of a sufficiently large number".9 This showed some 

appreciation of a link between the type of electoral system and the number of parties, 

but in 1867 during the parliamentary debate on cumulative voting, Mill expressed 

himself in a way which clearly indicates that he thought PR would not upset the two 

great parties of Britain. to But Mill went further than the likely effects on the party 

system in his advocacy of PR, and recommended it not only on the grounds of better 

democracy through improved representation, but also that it would ensure "good 

government" .11 

With the growth of parties and the eclipse of older ideas of territorial 

representation, the plurality system could no longer be defended as securing the 

representation of communities, and it came under attack from advocates of PR like 

Mill who insisted that it failed to meet ideal norms of democratic representation. To 

such an attack, there was little reply except the pragmatic one that plurality led to 

stable and effective government. Conversely, it was countered by those in favour of 

the status quo that PR would lead to instability. Walter Bagehot argued that Hare's 

transferable vote "would not only make parliamentary government work ill, but 

system resembling the Australian plan, but employed two ballots. The following year Hare 
published his tract. 

9Mill, 1905, p.136. 

IOHansard's Parliamentary Debates (1867) Great Britain, House of Commons, Third Series, 
No.I88, p.ll03-1104. Mill was at least aware that parties would be more accurately 
represented under PR, writing in 1861 that: 

"It must be remembered that the influence of the two great parties, under the present 
mode of election, is unlimited: in Mr Hare's scheme it would be great, but confined 
within bounds. Neither they, nor any of the smaller knots, would be able to elect 
more members than in proportion to the relative number of their adherents" (1905, 
p.151). 

llMill, 1905, pp.133, 136-145. His rationale was that given a fairer system of representation, a 
higher quality of MP would be attracted, ensuring better legislation as a result. 
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would prevent its working at all ... ".12 More specifically he added that once this 

"ruinous innovation" was implemented, "there would soon be but short-lived 

Parliaments."t3 

Many other men of eminence made objections to the application of 

proportional representation in any form to a legislative body. Invariably many of 

these notables were politicians themselves, seeking to protect their own positions. 

But they all used the argument that proportional representation would give such 

small majorities that under it no government could live. 14 Their justification for this 

argument was based on the emerging theory that PR systems led to multiparty 

legislatures, which made it more difficult to form a majority government, while 

plurality increased the chances of a majority government by favouring a two-party 

parliament. 

Henry Droop, advocate of PR and inventor of the Droop quota,15 observed 

in 1869 that plurality voting usually resulted in a contest between two candidates at 

the electorate level, and that votes for other candidates are wasted. Droop had been 

influenced by a similar observation made by Ernest Naville, president of the Geneva 

Association for Reform, but by 1881 Droop was prepared to argue that this 

polarising force was also sufficient for the establishment of a two party system: 

these phenomena [two party systems] I cannot explain by any theory of a natural 

division between opposing tendencies of thought, and the only explanation which 

seems to me to account for them is that the two opposing parties into which we 

find politicians divided in each of these countries (the UK, USA, and so forth) 

have been formed and kept together by majority [and plurality] voting.16 

This is the earliest statement made of the implied link between an electoral system 

(plurality) and a party system (two party system). By the turn of the century it was a 

12Walter Bagehot, 1904, The English Constitution, Kegan Paul Trench Trubner, London, p.l46. 

13Ibid., pp.157, 158. 

14J. Fischer Williams (1914) Proportional Representation and British Politics, John Murray, 
London, p.63. 

15The Droop quota is an allocation formula used for working out how the remainders of votes are 
applied to determine the final division of seats in a PR system. It is employed in Ireland to 
apportion seats under that country's Single Transferable Vote (STV) electoral system. 

16Riker, 1986, p.23. 
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commonplace definition, spreading beyond the narrow world of political SCience 

once proposals for changing electoral systems were on the public agenda. 

At around the same time, it had occurred to early political scientists that the 

party system (especially the number and size of parties) and the political climate 

obviously decide in some basic way the stability and decisional effectiveness of 

representative governments. A. Lawrence Lowell argued in 1896 that the lower 

house of a national parliament must contain "two parties, and two parties only .... in 

order that the parliamentary form of government should permanently produce good 

results."17 'Good results' depended in turn upon stability, and a two party system 

seemed to increase the chances for stability by making it likely that only one party 

would be required to govern. Lowell himself argued that the government must 

consist of only one party: 

It is, indeed, an axiom in politics that, except under very peculiar circumstances, 

coalition ministries are short-lived compared to homogeneous ones ... 18 

His rationale was that a government can only pursue a consistent policy with 

firmness and effect when it can rely for support on a compact and faithful majority, 

whereas a coalition government is essentially weak as it cannot afford to refuse the 

demands of any group whose defection may be fatal to its existence. Lowell 

considered that compared to a single party government, "the members of a coalition 

cabinet tend to become rivals rather than comrades, and each of them is a little 

inclined to think less of the common interests of the cabinet than of his own future 

prospects when the combination breaks up."19 The logical corollary that the choice 

of electoral system might have an influence on stability through its effect on the 

party system, did not escape the attention of those who argued in favour of or 

against a shift to PR from the turn of the century. 

l7"A division into two parties is not only the normal result of the parliamentary system, but also 
an essential condition of its success." (A. Lawrence Lowell {1970} Governments and Parties 
in Continental Europe, Reprint of 1896 original, Kennikat Press, New York, p.72) 

IBlbid., p.70. 

19Ibid., p.73. Lowell also felt it was important that the opposition consist of one party only, so that 
when it was in the situation of a majority instead of a minority, "it must in turn be a single 
party, or the weakness of a coalition ministry cannot be avoided". This is an early reference to 
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As PR was considered or adopted in most European countries from 1900-1925, 

there came a continual stream of public and polemical debate on the pros and cons 

of PR versus plurality electoral systems. Practical publicists, latching on to the notion 

that PR caused multipartism, tended to favour it if they belonged to minor parties, 

and to oppose it if they belonged to parties with a majority or close to it. 

Nevertheless, it was apparent that the link between PR and multipartism was not 

clear-cut, for as minority lobbyists were quick to point out, countries without 

proportional representation often did not have two-party systems: 

In France, Italy, and Germany, there are more parties than with us (Great 

Britain) ... But this is not the result of proportional representation.20 

J. Fischer Williams argued that there could be no single cause for the difference 

between a two party parliament and a "group" parliament, as he saw differences of 

history and national character as having much to account for. 21 This was one of the 

first voices of opposition to the idea that an institutional tool such as an electoral 

system could have the kind of profound effect hypothesised upon the seemingly 

organic party system. 

The polemical nature of the debate over which electoral system was most 

desirable clouded any objective attempt to ascertain what the real effects of PR and 

plurality on party systems and stability were, if there were any at all. This confusion 

caused the British authors of the Report of the Royal Commission on Electoral 

Systems(1910) to remark in puzzlement: 

It is asserted by some that small parties would spring up like mushrooms when 

the repressive influence of the majority (plurality) method was removed; by others 

that the two-party system would survive any change of mechanism whatever. 22 

the importance of "alternation" in a two party system, as recognised later by Lipson and Sartori 
in their definitions of a two party system. 

2OWilliams, 1914, p.68-69. 

21Ibid., pp.69, 70. 

22Royal Commission appointed to Enquire into Electoral Systems (1910) Report of the Royal 
Commission on Electoral Systems, London, p.31. 
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The fierce debates over the pros and cons of electoral systems had undoubtedly 

stimulated a great variety of efforts at comparative analysis, but the heavy emotion 

on one side or the other often led to questionable interpretations of the data and to 

over-hasty generalisations from meager or selective evidence. 

Two strands of intellectual development were seen to have removed the doubts by 

the 1950s. One was the spread of dissatisfaction with PR from the 1930s; the other 

was an increased scholarly examination of the origins of the two-party system that 

characterised the successful British and American polities. The disillusionment with 

PR was based around the hypothesis that it had caused the multiplication of parties 

and instability in countries before World War Two, and became particularly 

influential as it was brewed from a potent cocktail of emotion, political scientists, and 

Nazis. 

George Horwill had noted in 1925 that a serious defect of PR was a 

"tendency to split parties and subdivide them into separate groups." Whilst under 

plurality "political parties are formed by combinations of persons holding similar 

views on general matters," PR would encourage them to "form small parties 

interested in single subjects ... ," because they were more likely to gain representation 

this way than under plurality.23 The multiplication of political parties was seen as the 

chief vice of PR, and writers such as Ferdinand Hermens (1941) underlined what 

they saw as a causal link between electoral systems and party systems: 

The clearest proof of the assertion that electoral systems are a dynamic rather 

than a neutral factor lies in the fact that the majoritarian system promotes a 

concentration of parties, and that PR facilitates- and thereby creates- a 

multiplication of parties.24 

The collapse of parliamentary democracies in Europe prior to World War Two 

generated a search for the internal weaknesses of such systems, and out of this came 

the suggestion from several quarters that multiparty parliamentary democracies were 

23George Horwill (1925) Proportional Representation: Its Dangers and Defects, Allen & Unwin 
Ltd, London, p.29. 

24Perdinand. A. Hermens (1972) Democracy or Anarchy? A Study of Proportional 
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more prone to cabinet instability than two party systems. A 'straight line' theory 

linking electoral systems and political stability was further expounded by those who 

sought to blame PR for the rise of fascism in Germany and Italy. In contrast, 

Britain's FPP system was praised for producing firm decisive governments able to 

resist fascism both internally and externally. Those who had previously judged PR 

guilty for encouraging multipartism were not slow to draw the link between PR and 

instability. Hermens made the specific connection that PR was an essential factor in 

the breakdown of German democracy, stating that there was clear evidence that the 

"parliamentary paralysis" which led to dictatorship was traceable to PR.25 

Hermens insisted that a multiplicity of parties inevitably makes it difficult to 

form a government, and because PR acts to "splinter" parties (as there is less 

electoral incentive to combine), the parties also tend to emphasise their differences 

and become more radical. As parties become more dogmatic and more incapable of 

compromise, their integration on the parliamentary level becomes just as unlikely as 

on the electoral level. 26 Hermens argued that sometimes this government formation 

process proves an impossible task, while in other cases long negotiations are required 

before success is achieved, and the authority of the government in the meantime is 

correspondingly weakened. The result is that before a multiparty government can 

take office there is an interim of doubtful constitutionality and an inherent instability 

about it.27 

As if in chorus, Herman Finer proposed that a Cabinet, to be effectively 

responsible to the country, must rest upon the support of a single party, thereby 

preserving accountability and avoiding deal-making. Therefore, any electoral system 

which could be shown to militate against the maintenance of a Cabinet system based 

Representation. Reprint of 1941 work, Johnson Reprint Corporation, New York, pp.15-16. 

25Ibid., p.293. The chapter titles of Hermens' book reveal the link he was drawing between PR 
and instability: 

Section III: PR as a factor undermining democracy and destroying national unity 
Chapters VIII & IX: PR and the victory of Italian Fascism 
Chapters X & XI: PR and the triumph of Hitler. 
Chapter: VII: The Majority System and the failure of French Fascism 

26Ferdinand A. Hermens (1984) Representation and Proportional Representation, in A. Lijphart 
& B. Grofman (eds.) Choosing an Electoral System, Praeger, New York, p.23. 

27Hermens, 1972, pp.68-69. 
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on a single party organisation was to be avoided. 28 PR, through its relationship with 

multipartism, was clearly perceived to have this influence. Finer hypothesised that if 

PR was introduced into an existing plurality system such as Britain, the regime of 

large and responsible parties in the House of Commons would be threatened, and 

with that would arise the possibility of "indecisive and vacillating government", 

dependent upon electoral and parliamentary bargains. 29 

More specifically, writers such as Hermens, Finer, and Carl Friedrich,30 

blamed the rise of fascism in Germany and Italy on the improved representation for 

even the smallest parties that PR offered. Like Hermens, Finer saw the Nazis in 

Germany as being major beneficiaries of PR, because they initially received only a 

small vote nation-wide rather than possessing any significant strength in any specific 

region. Once in the electoral running, PR gave them the opportunity to accumulate 

more power, while Finer further hypothesised that if they were faced with the 

previous majoritarian (single-member district) second ballot system they might have 

failed to get a single seat.31 Clearly however, the evaluation of something as 

seemingly sterile as an electoral system was being emotionally charged by the 

experiences of 1930s Europe, as Finer would colourfully write that "the justice of PR 

kept Nazis and Communists alive ready to murder each other and together to murder 

the Reich."32 

While many now recogmse that Finer and Hermens had too facile an 

attribution and inference, theirs were still frequently uttered opinions which had a 

persuasive effect on the hypothesis that PR led to a splintering of party systems and 

instability.33 Although more objective in his outlook, James Hogan did agree that the 

electoral system shaped the party system, such that majoritarian systems tended to 

28Herman Finer, 1924, The Case Against Proportional Representation, Fabian Tract No.2Il, 
Fabian Society, London, p.7. 

29Ibid., p.13. 

30Hermens, 1972, pp.214-231; Herman Finer (1935) The Case Against Proportional 
Representation, Second edition, Fabian Tract No.2l1, London; Friedrich, 1937, pp. 279-288. 

31 Herman Finer (1956) Governments of Greater European Powers, Methuen, London, p.623. 
Finer notes that although some new parties which gained representation were further 
"nourished" by PR to become "tremendous", others remained small. 

32Ibid., p.623. 

33Riker, 1986, p.25. 
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create broad-based support in the community for two parties, because they put a 

premium on the need to gain a majority or plurality in a given electorate to gain 

representation.34 On the other hand, Hogan saw PR acting as an instrument of 

dissociation, releasing minorities from the framework of the major political parties 

into which they would have had to fit themselves under a majoritarian system, to 

produce separate political parties at their expense.35 

Hogan found that the influential factor in determining the number of 

parliamentary parties under different electoral systems was the number of members 

elected from each constituency, or the district magnitude.36 Because plurality was used 

extensively in districts electing one member each, it was less likely that members 

from many parties would be returned, whereas the key to the proportionality of PR 

came from its use of multimember districts. Naturally, an electorate which returned 

five members would allow for a much wider representation of parties, including 

smaller parties. This was perhaps the most important (and least known) conclusion 

to come from this period regarding the relationship between the type of electoral 

system and the type of party system. 

However. clear the connection between electoral systems and party systems 

appeared, the jump from these variables to that of stability was more open to 

interpretation. While the opponents of PR claimed that it led to instability, those who 

sought electoral reform in Britain seized upon the premise of this argument. Early 

PR advocates claimed that the swift changes of governments, sharp policy reversals 

and a lack of continuity in administration that characterised the two party system in 

Britain was hardly conducive to long-term stability across a series of terms. 

Moreover, they argued that the plurality electoral system played a key role in 

34Hogan, 1945, pp.18-19. 

35Ibid., p.20. 

36Ibid., p.13. Twenty years earlier, George Horwill had already referred to district magnitude as 
the "all-important factor"(1925, p.53). Mr J.R. MacDonald, MP in the British House of 
Commons, first emphasised this important aspect of PR in the parliamentary debate of May 22 
1917, when he expressed doubt that districts returning three members would adequately 
represent minority interests: 

"I do not believe you can secure that end in [the proposed] three-member 
constituency ... Suppose ... that the constituency is a five member constituency, 
which is supposed to be the minimum size for the full proportion of the 
proportional representation idea ... It makes a tremendous difference ... " 
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encouraging this constant alternation of governments. Because the plurality system 

awards a disproportionally large bonus of seats to the leading party, the smallest of 

swings in favour of one party would see it gain a majority of the seats in parliament. 

They concluded that: 

Those upheavals in representation, those violent swings of the pendulum which 

have so often been a pronounced feature of elections, give an instability to the 

composition of our supreme legislative Chamber that must still further 

undermine its authority.37 

Horwill conceded that a stable government, representing a general majority opinion, 

may indeed be defective. Indeed, PR may perform a positive function as a 

precondition of stability by balancing the claims of different religious or linguistic 

groups in more heterogeneous societies. However, he observed that wherever PR 

had been tried it resulted in the governing party losing its parliamentary majority, 

while also preventing any other party obtaining a majority. As a result, he concluded 

that governments in PR countries had become governments of shuffling coalitions, 

and that such coalitions would never be stable, but would reform on every important 

question which arose. 3R 

Thus there remained an in-built distrust of multiparty governments and the 

proportional electoral systems which were said to cause them. Such theories were 

based on a preoccupation with the contrast between the stable British and American 

two party systems and the unstable multiparty systems of the German Weimar 

Republic, French Third and Fourth Republics, and post-war Italian governments. In 

turn, while Hermens, Finer and company had concentrated their attack on PR for its 

alleged ability to splinter party systems and contribute to the rise of fascism, the 

scholarly study of the stable two-party democracy tended to increase certainty about 

the hypothesis that the plurality electoral system was its cause. 

(The Parliamentary Debates { 1917} Britain, House of Commons, Fifth Series, yo1.93, 22 May, 
pp.2225-2226.) 

37John. H. Humphreys (1911) Proportional Representation, Methuen, London, p.43. 

38Horwill, 1925, pp.36, 49. 
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Arthur Holcombe, a prominent American political scientist in the first half of the 

century, affirmed this relationship as early as 1911: 

The tendency under the system of plurality elections toward the establishment of 

the two-party system is ... almost irresistible.:w 

Although as late as 1919, Monro, in a popular textbook, attributed the two-party 

system to the "practical capacity of the Anglo-Saxon race",40 by 1933 the notion was 

well-established that plurality voting for the executive generated the American two

party system. The need to choose a single candidate meant that the alternatives open 

to the electorate were sharply narrowed, adding weight to the importance that 

Hogan and those before him had placed on the district magnitude. 

The example of presidential elections proved convincing, and by the 1940s 

the more general form of the hypothesis that single-member districts with plurality 

elections forces the electorate to make up its mind between two clear-cut alternatives 

was enshrined in American textbooks. Schattschneider wrote that the: 

single-member-district-system-plus-plurality-elections... discriminate moderatelY 

[emphasis in original] against the second party, but against the third, fourth, and 

fifdl parties the force of this tendency is multiplied to the point of extinguishing 

their chances of winning seats altogether.41 

Schattschneider added that although the odds against a minor party under plurality 

are great, it is able to win some of the single-member districts if it has concentrated 

support in a certain area. But plurality limits the number of parties to two in a single 

member district by putting a premium on the association of groups and voters on a 

basis of broad platforms and programmes. Given the discriminating effect of the 

plurality system, v.O. Key posited that a third party is doomed to perpetual defeat 

unless it absorbs the support of one of the two parties and becomes one of the major 

39 Arthur Holcombe (1911) Direct Primaries and the Second Ballot, American Political Science 
Review, vol.5 noA, November, p.540. 

4oW.B. Monro (1919) The Government of the United States, New York, p.329. 

41Elmer E. Schattschneider (1942) Party Government, Rinehart & Winston, New York, p.75. 
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parties itself.42 The logical deduction was that under PR a multiparty system would 

result from the absence of this restraint on third parties, and the presence of a 

positive inducement to any and all groups to join the electoral contest. 

The juxtaposition of the British and American two party systems elected by 

plurality and the Continental multiparty democracies which used PR, bore evidence 

to the theory that the type of electoral system adopted influenced the potential for 

stability. More specifically, the propositions of this classic "straight line" theory are 

represented in the diagram (Figure 1.1) below: 

Figure 1.1: Propositions of the Classic Theory concerning 
Electoral systems, Party systems and Stability43 

Single-member-district ----+~ Two-party systemr-----+~ Stable 
plurality elections government 

Proportional Representation--~~ Multiparty systemr----~~ Less stable 
government 

Arend Lijphart labels this classic theory the "Majoritarian" approach, because of the 

perspective adopted by those who hypothesise that the FPP electoral system 

provides the most stable government. 44 This classic or majoritarian theory will be 

used to guide the theoretical framework of the first two chapters of this thesis. The 

remainder of this first chapter (part II) will examine more recent theories 

surrounding the relationship between the electoral system and the party system, as 

represented by the first linkage on the left of the diagram. Chapter Two will then 

begin with Part III, which relates to the literature which posits a connection between 

party systems and governmental stability, following the direction of the arrows on 

42V.O. Key (1952) Politics. Parties. and Pressure Groups, Third edition, Thomas Y. Crowell, New 
York, pp.224-225 

43 Adapted from Lijphart, 1984, p.l 07. 

44Ibid., p.107. 
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the right of the figure above. Finally, Part IV completes the second chapter with a 

reassessment of the straight line classic theory which hypothesises that electoral 

systems have an influence on stability. 

PART II: ELECTORAL SYSTEMS AND 
PARTY SYSTEMS 

From the long-running polemical debate surrounding "plurality versus PR", some 

useful conclusions had already emerged by the end of the last world war regarding 

the effects of electoral systems on party systems. However, a grounded theoretical 

framework for these arguments was still missing. This could not eventuate until 

people were prepared to ask "how do electoral systems work?" rather than "which 

electoral system is the best?" When this began to happen in the 1950s, the main 

debate in political science regarding electoral systems correspondingly shifted from 

arguments over preference to questions about how an electoral system affected the 

party system, or whether it did at all. 

Duverger's Law 

With a comprehensive treatise on the influence of electoral systems upon party 

systems, Maurice Duverger effectively kick-started the debate in modern political 

science. In examining his theory it is important to remember the distinction between 

the number of parliamentary and electoral parties, because they are affected 

differently by what Duverger calls the "mechanical" and "psychological" effects of 

an electoral system.45 

The mechanical effects of an electoral system are simply the immediate 

effects of the translation of votes into seats in a particular election. According to 

Duverger, the mechanical effect of a plurality electoral system is that all but the two 

strongest parties are underrepresented, since they tend to lose in each district. In 

45Maurice Duverger (1954) Political Parties: Their Organisation and Activity in the Modern State, 
Methuen, London, p.226. Rae (1967, pp.67-8) calls Duverger's mechanical and psychological 
effects the "proximal" and "distal" effects of electoral systems. 
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other words, the percentage of seats won by the smaller parties will almost always be 

less than their percentage of the total poll (under-representation), and that the 

reverse will be true for larger parties (over-representation). 

The second phase involves a so-called "psychological" factor. Here the voter 

perceives that the smaller parties are at a tremendous electoral disadvantage under 

plurality (due to the mechanical effect), and although s/he might have preferred one 

of these parties to all others, s/he decides not to "waste" his/her vote and casts it for 

the lesser of two evils as represented by one of the two larger parties.46 This further 

decrease in the votes of the minor party amplifies the degree to which it is under

represented in the legislature (the mechanical effect again), and in a self-fulfilling 

hypothesis it becomes entrapped in a downward spiral. The "polarisation" effect of 

these two factors for the party system led Duverger to state that plurality favours two 

party .rystems , and that "Of all the hypotheses... in this book, this approaches ... 

perhaps ... a true sociologicallaw."47 

Although not elevated to law-like status, Duverger was also able to 

hypothesise that proportional representation favours multipartism .48 According to Duverger, 

the adoption of PR arrests the spiral of underrepresentation by a two-fold process 

that is the reverse of polarisation, which unsurprisingly he labels "depolarisation". In 

the first election under PR the representation of the minor parties is immediately 

increased, since, by definition, they are no longer "under-represented" due to the 

mechanical factor. In subsequent elections the minor parties attract more votes 

because the electors are now encouraged that these parties are not heading for 

46The psychological effect not only affects voters; but also politicians, activists, and financial 
backers, who will not want to waste votes, energies and money on setting up a party which is 
doomed from its inception. 

47Duverger, 1954, p.217. This is known in political science literature as "Duverger's Law". 

48Ibid., p.239. This is known as "Duverger's Hypothesis". The original quote reads: "The simple 
majority system with second ballot and proportional representation favour multipartism." 
While his statement regarding PR was supported by others, his hypothesis regarding the effect 
of the second ballot system has necessarily been qualified. The mechanics of the two-ballot 
system (and the alternative vote) can easily operate in a manner similar to the plurality system, 
where it is applied to single-member districts, but allows for more freedom when applied to 
multimember districts (Giovanni Sartori {1994} Comparative Constitutional Engineering, 
MacMillan, London, p.ll). To avoid confusion with the simple majority or plurality method, 
the author has decided to omit this part of Duverger' s hypothesis from the main text. 
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extinction, reversing the psychological factor. 49 The case cited by Duverger which 

most closely exemplifies both processes in action is from Belgium, where the Liberal 

party was supposedly caught in the downward spiral under the majority system of 

election and was then 'rescued' from this fate by the adoption of PR.50 

Duverger's theory implies a temporal distinction between the mechanical and 

psychological effects, which helps to explain the processes of polarisation and 

depolarisation. Clearly, the mechanical effects will operate at the conclusion of any 

single election when the legislative seats are allocated among the competing parties. 

The psychological effects are thought to arise over the course of several elections, 

from the results of the mechanical effects.51 Following the logic of Duverger, the 

number of electoral parties is affected solely by the psychological effects of electoral 

systems - expectations about how votes will be translated into seats. The number of 

parliamentary parties is influenced by the combination of both these expectations 

(psychological effects) and the actual (mechanical) process of translating votes into 

seats, in the ways described above. In other words, the number of electoral parties is 

likely to be reduced by psychological effects, but any further reduction from the 

number of electoral parties to the number of parliamentary parties is exclusively the 

work of the mechanical factors of an electoral system.52 Duverger hypothesised that 

under these circumstances, plurality tended to produce two party systems while PR 

produced multiparty parliaments. 

Certainly, cross-national studies have shown that there are notable correlations 

between the type of electoral system and the number of parliamentary parties. 

49Duverger, 1954, pp.226-228, 246-247. It should be recognised that although Duverger's 
analysis was more systematic and more comprehensive than those that had gone before, it did 
not differ from them fundamentally. Scholarly acceptance of Duverger's law and hypothesis 
was therefore quite general by the time he uttered them. In fact, the concept of under
representation was expressed mathematically long before Duverger by the so-called "cube
law", which stated that in a plurality system the ratio of the seats received by one party to those 
received by the other will vary as the cube of the ratio of their respective votes (John G. 
Grumm (1958) Theories of Electoral Systems, Midwest Journal of Political Science, vo1.2 
noA, November, pp.358-359). 

50However, Grumm (1958, p.364) points out that what Duverger referred to as the "rescue" by PR 
of the Belgian Liberal party seems only to have been a temporary revival, which lasted at best 
for a period of eight years before the eventual decline of the party. 

51Rae, 1967, p.133. 
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Douglas Rae's 1967 study was the first systematic comparative analysis of the effects 

of electoral systems on multipartism and disproportionality, and highlighted the 

strong influence of district magnitude on such variables. Rae's study of twenty 

Western democracies from the years 1945-65 showed that 89.7% of elections 

involved either a combination of a majoritarian electoral system and a two party 

system, or a combination of a PR electoral system and a multiparty system. 53 More 

recently, G. Bingham Powell (1982) studied 28 democracies from the period 1958-

76, and found that PR systems allowed easier entry into parliament for small, new 

and extremist parties, encouraging a multiparty system. 54 

But neither Rae nor Powell's static analysis answers questions about 

causation, for although they present variables with strong statistical associations, this 

does not prove a deterministic relationship. Duverger's use of terms like 

"sociological law" to describe the relationship between electoral systems and party 

systems suggests causality in that direction, or at least that plurality and PR are 

necessary or sufficient conditions for two party and multiparty systems respectively. 55 

However, there are several important counter-examples to Duverger's law and 

hypothesis which give room for doubt. The Austrian two party system under PR 

stands out as an instance where plurality is not a necessary condition for a two party 

system, and PR is not sufficient to cause multipartism.56 The Canadian and Indian 

52Lijphart, 1994, p.72. 

53Rae, 1967, p.94. 

54G. Bingham Powell (1982) Contemporary Democracies, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, 
p.83. 

55 A condition is necessary when it asserts: not without it. A condition is sufficient when it asserts: 
on this condition alone a specified consequence can follow. A sufficient condition may not be 
the exclusive condition; this entails that the same effect can be produced by other sufficient 
conditions. Necessary conditions are cumulative, if ten are found, then all are necessary. 
Sufficient conditions are discrete, as each one suffices (Giovanni Sartori { 1986} The Influence 
of Electoral Systems, in B. Grofman & A. Lijphart (eds.) Electoral Laws and their Political 
Consequences, Agathon Press Inc., New York, pp.50-51). 

56Duverger wrote at the time that "It is certain that proportional representation always coincides 
with a mUltiparty system: in no country in the world has proportional representation given rise 
to a two party system or kept one in existence.(l954, p.245). Duverger later made ad hoc 
explanations for the presence of these exceptions. Regarding Austria, Duverger would argue 
that the two large parties persisted because they were deeply rooted in Austrian history and 
society, so that they were not just political organisations, but more complex entities linked with 
unions, co-ops, and associations (Maurice Duverger (1986}Duverger's Law: Forty Years 
Later, in A. Lijphart & B. Grofman (eds.) Electoral Laws and their Political Consequences, 
Agathon Press, New York, p.73). Duverger also proposed that because the Austrian President 
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multiparty systems under majoritarian electoral systems work as exceptions for the 

obverse, as do many of the Pacific Island states. 57 

Therefore, although Duverger had been able to convincingly explain h01V 

different electoral systems could influence the number of relevant parties, the 

exceptions which deny the universality of Duverger's theory suggest that electoral 

systems are not totally responsible for the nature of the party system. Duverger 

himself recognised that the "party system and the electoral system are two realities 

that are indissolubly linked and even difficult sometimes to separate by analysis"58. 

Nevertheless, he established a theoretical relationship between electoral systems and 

party systems, and it is causality in that direction which Duverger has in mind, when 

he asserts repeatedly that "the multiplicative effect of proportional representation 

seems therefore undeniable."59 

And yet the crossnational evidence simply shows a strong correlation 

between PR systems and multipartism, as well as plurality and two party systems, 

which only confirms that the relationship is at least probabilistic rather than 

deterministic. Alternatively the direction of causality can be reversed, so that electoral 

systems are seen to reflect rather than produce the party system, but this may not 

necessarily be deterministic either. 

was elected by a majoritarian system in which the second round is limited to the top two 
candidates, in the first round those candidates invariably belong to the Socialist and Christian 
Democrat parties(1986, pp.72-73). However, this rebuttal still awards electoral systems less 
influence vis a vis the party system, and negates Duverger's own hypothesis that second ballot 
systems favour multipartism. 

57In Canada there is a regional/territorial dimension to voting, which allows more than two parties 
to prosper despite FPP because parties are reasonably geographically concentrated. At the local 
level, the electoral contest may remain between two parties, but these two significant parties 
may not be the same pairings across all electorates in Canada. India is another counter example 
because one party (the Congress Party) has been capable of winning a parliamentary majority 
against a very fragmented opposition (Taagepera & Shugart, 1989, p.152). This fragmentation 
can also be partially attributed to the ability of groups that are strongly concentrated regionally 
to gain representation under plurality. However, more recently the Congress Party itself has 
fragmented. Party systems in Pacific Island nations are fragmented because they are both 
regionally-based and 'unstructured', and yet they too operate under plurality-type systems. 

58Duverger, 1954, p.204. 

59Ibid., pp.249-252. 
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The 'Sociological' Response 

The main source of opposition to Duverger's claims came from those who argued 

that they neglected the role of social phenomena as determinants of party systems. 

The growing influence of sociological methods and theories in political science in the 

1950s, especially in the United States, fuelled opposition to the view that party 

systems were essentially the product of institutional tools such as electoral systems. (i() 

Instead it was hypothesised that electoral systems actually resulted from party 

configurations, which were themselves the result of social and historical factors. 

The theories of John Grumm, Stein Rokkan and Seymour Martin Lipset, 

were based upon a more accurate understanding of a diverse range of countries than 

the theories of Hermens and Duverger. 61 They emphasised, through the 

consideration of historical examples, that the introduction of PR into the countries 

of Continental Europe had occurred after rather than before the coming into 

existence of a multiparty system. Grumm called into question the 'polarising' effect 

of the single-member district system by comparing the experience of Britain, 

Germany, Denmark, Belgium, Switzerland and Norway. Before the last five of these 

countries adopted PR in their lower houses from 1889-1921, some type of majority 

or plurality system prevailed. Yet in none of them could there be found anything 

similar to the two-party system that existed in Great Britain. In Belgium there were 

three parties, Denmark had four, Norway three, and four parties prevailed in 

Switzerland, in the last elections under plurality/majority systems. 62 Thus there were 

more practical exceptions to the theory that plurality/majority elections always 

produced a two party system. 

Of equal importance, Grumm found that the number of parties did not 

change significantly with the advent of PR in these countries. Because there was no 

60Andrew Reeve & Alan Ware (1992) Electoral Systems-A Comparative and Theoretical 
Introduction, Routledge, New York, pp.8-9. 

61 It could also be that Hermens and Duverger were generalising from the experience of their own 
countries. While Hermens translated the concerns of German anti-Nazis of the Weimar period 
into a universal theory; Duverger sought a remedy for the chronic instability of French politics 
in the British plurality system, which, he hoped, would produce a two-party system and 
responsible government (Bogdanor, 1983a, p.254-255). Certainly the experience of these 
individual countries had played a disproportionate role in the formation of the theory relating 
electoral systems to party systems. 

62Grumm, 1958, p.374. 
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polarising tendency under plurality in these countries, there was nothing to depolarise 

when the electoral system was made more proportional. For example, using single

member districts (but with double ballots) there was a proliferation of parties in 

Imperial Germany, but Grumm reported that the PR system of Weimar Germany 

actually denied representation to more parties than the majoritarian system. In the 

last two Empire elections, 1907 and 1912, there were 16 and 15 successful parties 

respectively, compared to only ten in 1920 and a high of 15 in 1928.63 

Although some writers have since criticised the inclusion of double-ballot 

majority systems in this analysis,64 Grumm also studied the effects on the party 

system of a shift to PR for Sweden and Denmark, which formerly had single member 

district plurality electoral systems. For the 25 years preceding the adoption of PR, 

Denmark had at least four major parties (each of which had more than ten percent of 

the lower chamber seats). The introduction of a list system of PR in 1920 had no 

observable effect on the fate of any of these parties, except that it brought each 

party's representation into correspondence with its popular support. A more recent 

statistical analysis by Michal Shamir (1985) confirms these observations. In Denmark, 

PR increased the number of electoral parties with over 1 % of the vote but not the 

number of parliamentary parties, thereby having only a psychological effect on the 

party system. In Sweden, Shamir detected no effect of PR on either the number of 

electoral parties nor the parliamentary party system.65 

63Ibid., pp.371-373. 

64Taagepera and Shugart(1989, pp.51, 148), as well as Duverger, have pointed out that Grumm's 
conclusion is weakened by his failure to distinguish between majority (double ballot) and 
plurality variants of single-member district systems. However, as we have seen (see footnote 
47) there is serious doubt over Duverger's hypothesis that the second ballot majority system 
favours multipartism in single member districts (Sartori 1994, pp.62, 66). Duverger himself 
noted that the increase in the number of parties is not very obvious when the second ballot 
system is replaced by PR (1954, p.251), but put this down to the alleged mUltiplying effect of 
both systems. 

Grumm's evidence suggests that the presence of multiple parties before and after the 
change from both the second ballot majority and simple plurality systems to PR, can also be 
explained by the hypothesis that the party system was already sociologically determined. PR 
was adopted precisely for reasons which invalidate Duverger's argument, because there were 
already more than two parties which could not be accommodated within the existing electoral 
system without producing unpredictable and intolerably low results (Bogdanor, 1983a, p.256). 
In any case, the examples of Denmark and Sweden both had plurality systems before their 
switch to PRo 

65Michal Shamir (1985) Changes in Electoral Systems as 'Interventions'; Another Test of 
Duverger's Hypothesis, European Journal of Political Research, vol.13 no. 1, p.7. 
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Grumm's conclusion was that the party system preceded the electoral system: where 

there was a multiparty system already, PR tended to be adopted to eliminate the wide 

discrepancies between shares of votes and seats under plurality which made "the 

election gamble ... one in which the odds are almost completely indeterminate".GG He 

hypothesised that in these cases, one or more parties began to demand proportional 

representation as a means of reducing the inequities and arbitrariness of the old 

electoral system. \"'\lhen they grew strong enough themselves or secured enough 

adherents among the other parties to form a majority in the legislature, they then put 

their demands for PR into effect. This prompted Grumm to point out that it may be 

more accurate to conclude that the electoral system is a result rather than a cause of 

the party system in a given country. 

Into the 1960s the theme remained that perhaps "electoral systems only express the 

deeper determinants of society",67 and this argument was advanced further through 

the work of Stein Rokkan. The essence of Rokkan's theory, elaborated with the aid 

of Seymour Martin Lipset, was that the development of party systems depended not 

upon the electoral system, nor indeed any institutional factor, but upon the number 

and type of cleavages 1n a country.GS According to them, party systems were 

determined by the historical development of the lines of social cleavage; namely 

which cleavages emerged, when they emerged, and how the conflicts were resolved. 

Following the evidence provided by Grumm, Rokkan proposed that where 

society was split by multiple cleavages, especially where ethnic and religious cleavages 

as well as class cleavages were important, the result was a multiparty system, even 

under an electoral system of the plurality or the majority type. For he argued that it 

might be just as 'natural' for a society to sustain a diversity of interests (and therefore 

a multiparty system), as to sustain only a duality of tendencies (and a two party 

660rumm, 1958, p.375. 

67Eckstein, 1963, p.253. Similarly cautious was Leslie Lipson, who remarked that "The causal 
significance of electoral systems has been greatly overrated" (1964, p.324). 

6s'Cleavages' are those issue dimensions which have the power to divide societies. Lijphart (1984, 
p.128) considered an issue salient only if it was "di viding the significant or 'relevant' parties"
those parties that have either coalition or blackmail potential. Taagepera and Shugart(l989, 
p.92) give six broad issue dimensions: (i) socio-economic (ii) religious (iii) cultural/ethnic (iv) 
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system), as Duverger had held. Accordingly Rokkan also maintained that where a 

society was split by a single cleavage a two-party system was the result, irrespective of 

the electoral system. 

Duverger's psychological and mechanical factors were derived implicitly from 

the view of politicians and voters as rational actors, or expected utility maximisers, in 

their decision to establish and support political parties.69 But the supposed incentives 

available under PR favouring the formation of multiple parties could only be realised 

when people want to form new parties for other reasons. Rae had offered a list of 

seven variables, only one of which is the presence of PR, that may be associated with 

successful new parties.70 In other words, not only are the incentives of PR systems 

not sufficient for multipartism, but the disincentives of plurality may not be 

necessary to stop the formation of new parties. For Rokkan, the underlying reason 

for the growth and persistence of a party is that it mines a particular societal cleavage. 

Electoral systems could modify, but do not fundamentally transform, socially 

determined party systems. 

As part of this reaction to Duverger's theory, Rokkan decided to test Grumm's 

concluding suggestion that electoral systems themselves were merely the result of 

party systems, which were in turn the consequence of social divisions or "cleavages", 

by examining the reasons why PR was adopted in early twentieth century Europe. 

Two phases were identified in the spread of PR: "minority protection" before World 

War One, and the "anti-socialist" phase in the years immediately following the 

armistice.71 

"Minority protection" was the result of what can be seen as a challenge to the 

pluralist theory of democracy, whereby the entrenched linguistic, religious, or ethnic 

minorities had lost faith in the established majority parties to represent them 

urban-rural (v) regime support (vi) foreign policy; to which Lijphart(l984) has added (vii) 
postmaterialism. 

69Riker, 1986, p.33. 

7oRae, 1967, pp.151-158. 

71Seymour Martin Lipset & Stein Rokkan (1967) Cleavage Structures, Party Systems, and Voter 
Alignments: An Introduction, in S. Lipset & S. Rokkan (eds.) Party Systems and Voter 
Alignments: Cross-National Perspectives, Free Press, New York, p.32. 
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adequately, and threatened to disrupt the political system,72 In such divided societies, 

the persistence of majority elections could clearly threaten the continued existence of 

internal stability, due to the discriminatory effect against smaller parties representing 

minority groups. The introduction of some element of minority representation came 

to be seen as an essential step in a strategy of territorial consolidation,73 Thus it was 

no accident that the earliest moves towards PR came in the most ethnically 

heterogeneous of the European countries,74 PR was an electoral system that would 

satisfy all of the major contenders in a multiple cleavage society, and was thus seen 

by Rokkan as a response to the party system and its attendant political problems, 

rather than a cause. 

The second reason for the pressure towards PR was more explicitly tied to 

the extension of suffrage. As pressures mounted for the adoption of the universal 

franchise, demands for proportionality were also heard in the more culturally 

homogenous nation states from the "political minority" (the working class), who 

were actually a numerical majority. In addition to this push from below to lower the 

threshold of access to the legislature for those from whom power had previously 

been withheld, PR was also adopted due to pressure from above to consolidate the 

position of the established parties. Universal suffrage or the reform of other 

institutions (such as the upper chamber) had been granted by the parties in power as 

concessions to the working class, but they often adopted PR in return to protect their 

own legislative positions against the large pool of new voters, who they believed 

would vote for Socialist parties,75 

Lijphart adds a third reason for the near universal change in electoral system 

in Europe early this century; namely, adoption by contagion. Once PR was 

considered and adopted by a few countries, its spread around Europe soon appeared 

72The deeper the cleavages the less the likelihood of loyal acceptance of decisions by 
representatives of the other side. What is clear is that plurality and majority systems will work 
less successfully in ideologically or ethnically divided societies, where each side fears the 
consequences of giving supreme power to its opponents. 

73Rokkan, 1970, pp.157, 168. 

74Denmark(to accommodate the German minority in Schleswig-Holstein) as early as 1855 for its 
Upper House, the Swiss cantons from 1889 on, Belgium from 1899, Moravia from 1905 and 
Finland (with its Swedish minority) from 1906. 

75Rokkan, 1970, p.157. This was the main reason for the adoption of PR in Belgium, Sweden and 
Norway (Upset & Rokkan, 1967, p.32). 
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to represent an almost inevitable development,76 except for Britain, which stayed 

with plurality. 

Cultural ideas about representation seem to dominate the country differences 

in electoral systems and help to explain the British exception. Rokkan concluded that 

although PR was eventually introduced in most European nations through 

interpretative bargaining, 

in. the Anglo-Saxon countries this type of PR never caught on. There were strong 

party organisations, but there was also a strong tradition of direct territorial 

representation through individual representatives.77 

Logically, Rokkan also explains this lack of change in Britain by the persistence of a 

single socio-economic cleavage. The higher level of industrialisation and the 

progressive merger of rural and urban interests in Britain made it possible to 

withstand the demand for change in the system of representation. The Labour party 

was seriously underrepresented only during a brief original period, and the 

Conservatives were able to establish broad alliances in the counties and the suburbs 

to keep their votes well above the critical point.78 Following the theory of Rokkan, 

the relative homogeneity of British society could only sustain two or maybe three 

parties, and so there was much less pressure (from below and above) for improved 

representation for other parties.79 

It seems to this writer that the relatively short period of time in which many 

European countries changed from majoritarian systems to PR was a window of 

opportunity, primed by the convergence of the three socio-political factors posited 

by Rokkan and Lijphart. Once this unique opportunity had passed, electoral change 

76 Arend Lijphart (1985) The Field of Electoral Systems Research: A Critical Survey, Electoral 
Studies, volA no.l, April, p.6. 

77Rokkan, 1970, p.162. 

78Ibid., p.158. Labour, in alliance with the Liberals, did not fear a bourgeois combination 
against it. The Conservatives were confident enough to believe that they could survive under 
conditions of universal suffrage, while the Liberals, through a colossal misjudgement, failed to 
secure PR in 1917-18 even though it had been unanimously recommended by an all-party 
Speakers Conference (Vernon Bogdanor (1981) The People and the Party System, Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge, pp.126-135). 

79The early English advocates of proportional representation were profoundly indifferent to the 
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becomes difficult to achieve because those who hold power are the only ones who 

are able to action it. Those in power are only likely to make changes if it does not 

hurt, or if it enhances, their own position. so Clearly, unless it occurs under the 

specially prescribed circumstances described by Rokkan, the introduction of PR will 

be seen to harm the hold on power of the major parties. It therefore takes something 

quite extraordinary to override or alter this calculation. 

Thus where a multiparty system existed already due to social cleavages, it was 

often the extent of these social divisions which led many European countries to 

break with the old tradition of 'winner take all' representation.81 Taagepera and 

Shugart label this a kind of "reverse Duverger effect", for as the number of electoral 

parties increases, pressures build to adopt PR, rather than the situation where the 

electoral system acts to reduce/increase the number of parties.82 Although the 

response of Rokkan and Grumm tended to lead to "chicken and egg" arguments 

about the origins and influence of electoral systems and party systems, it did highlight 

the idea that electoral systems do not operate in a vacuum. They function within 

culturally given contexts of legitimacy, and they are changed only under the strains of 

critical "growing pains" in the development of national institutions. 

Writers like Duverger had tended to be highly optimistic about the 

possibilities of bringing about changes in established party systems through electoral 

engineering. They tended to forget that parties, once established, develop their own 

internal structure and build up long-term commitments among core supporters. The 

electoral arrangements may prevent or delay the formation of a party, but once it has 

been established and entrenched, it will prove difficult to change its character simply 

survival of organised parties: they wanted to equalise the influence of competing voters, and so 
they preferred systems with rank order choices, such as STY and the alternative vote (Rokkan, 
1970, p.162). 

80Richard S. Katz ({ 1980) A Theory of Parties and Electoral Systems, Johns Hopkins University 
Press, Baltimore, p.123) argues that: 

"minor adjustments are to be expected, but major changes should be unlikely. 
Electoral laws must be changed by politicians who have been successful under 
the current system. Successful politicians have developed party organisations 
appropriate to those systems. Clearly then, if reforms are to occur, politicians 
must be convinced to rise above their self interest, to change the rules of the 
game they are winning." 

This, Katz argues, is likely to happen only in the most extreme circumstances, when a nation 
"seems on the verge of collapse". 

81Rokkan, 1970, p.88. 
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through variations in the conditions of electoral aggregation. In addition there is little 

hard evidence and much uncertainty about the effects of later changes in electoral 

laws on the national party system, for the simple reason that the parties already 

entrenched in the polity will exert a great deal of influence on the extent and 

direction of any such changes, and at least prove reluctant to see themselves voted 

out of existence.83 In the words ofBo Sarlvik: 

changes in the electoral order have always come about as the result of change in 

the balance of forces or in the structure of party systems. Electoral systems are 

devised by political parties in response to political circumstances.84 

In other words, it makes little sense to treat electoral systems as completely 

independent variables and party systems as entirely dependent. 

Balancing the theories 

In more recent years it has become apparent that, while Duverger's theory claims too 

much influence. for the role of electoral systems, the sociological approach 

understates their significance. Party systems are not merely the product of social 

forces but of institutional forces as well. Duverger was surely correct in stating that 

plurality elections in a single district system do tend to frustrate the development of 

multipartism. By arguing that countries which chose PR electoral systems did so in 

order to more faithfully represent their multiparty system than had been the case 

under plurality, Rokkan and others were admitting that electoral systems do have 

some influence over the make-up of the party system. If electoral systems were of 

82Taagepera & Shugart, 1989, p.1S1. 

83Lipset & Rokkan, 1967, p.30. 

84Bo Sarlvik (1983) Scandinavia, in V. Bogdanor & D. Butler (eds.) Democracy and Elections, 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, p.123. As in Britain, for Canada, New Zealand and 
South Africa the single-member plurality system was acceptable to the two largest parties 
because its very lack of proportionality helped them to win majorities and in turn impeded the 
growth of new parties. In Australia, the Country Party was established after World War I to 
increase the political power of the farmers on the anti-Labour side, and the electoral system 
was then changed to conform to the altered character of the party system. Clearly in this case 
the party system formed first and then modified the electoral machinery to conform to its 
political requirements (Lipson, 1964, pp.337-338). 
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little consequence politicians would not fight so bitterly over them, and reformers 

would not fight so persistently to have them changed. 

Although Douglas Rae found that no electoral system positively accelerates 

the development of small parties, he did observe that some are stronger brakes 

against their development than others.85 Rae ascertained that the degree to which the 

seat allocations of parties diverge from the condition of perfect proportionality is 

largely a function of two electoral law variables: namely the electoral formula, and the 

disttict magnitude.86 The electoral formula is the method by which seats are distributed 

according to votes, and we already know that the district magnitude is the number of 

seats assigned per district. While the importance of the latter was recognised long 

before Rae, he demonstrated with cross-national data analysis that as the number of 

seats available in each district increases, the likelihood that any given formula will 

approximate proportionality also increases. This is because the larger number of 

available seats introduces a wider combination of rewards with which to account for 

the relative voting strength of the parties.87 With many parties competing on near 

equal terms, Rae found that high district magnitudes are associated with 

multipartism, and the most proportional systems are those which employ high 

district magnitudes. 

Giovanni Sartori88 agreed with Rae that plurality was not the only electoral 

system which reduced the number of parties, observing that there could be a 

mechanical and psychological effect restraining the number of parties even in PR 

systems. However, his most important contribution to the established theory was to 

change the way political scientists viewed the effects of electoral systems. While 

Duverger wrote of the "multiplying effect" of PR, Sartori asked how PR could 

"multiply" the number of parties when it was designed to mirror their support "in 

proportion". U sing the evidence provided by Grumm and Rokkan , Sartori 

concluded that the "multiplying effect" of PR was instead an optical illusion 

85Rae, 1967, p.69. 

86Ibid., p.138. 

87Ibid., p.114. Nevertheless, this relationship is curvilinear, with diminishing improvements in 
proportionality after a certain district magnitude. 

88Sartori, 1968. 
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prompted by the historical sequencing of electoral systems.89 Therefore Sartori's 

argument is that PR does not enhance the electoral effects of particular social 

developments, but that it merely reproduces them more or less faithfuliy.90 If the 

introduction of PR brings a surge of new relevant parties, this results not from the 

effects of PR, but from side effects resulting from the removal of pre-existing 

obstacles under the plurality system. 

Therefore, instead of dividing the world of electoral systems in two, Sartori 

placed all electoral systems on a continuum91 ranging from single-member district 

systems, which he called "strong", to large district PR systems, which he called 

"feeble". Although these still seem rather value-laden terms, his rationale was that 

systems with low district magnitudes like plurality were "strong" because they exert 

pressure upon voters and party leaders to consolidate their support, encouraging 

fewer parties than might otherwise exist. Conversely, systems with multimember 

districts represent an "enfeeblement" of the countervailing effects which exist under 

plurality. The greater the degree of proportionality, the lesser the impact of the 

electoral system upon the party system, and this sliding scale allows for the possibility 

that some electoral systems may belong to a "mixed class" of strong-feeble systems.92 

According to Sartori electoral systems have a two-fold effect: one on the 

voter, and one on the number of parties. The effect on the voter is generally 

described as a constraining iffect where they vote, and this effect ranges from strongly 

constraining (in single member districts) to unconstraining (with pure PR in a nation

wide district). However, this voter effect of the electoral system is not the same as 

the reductive iffect on the number of parties across electorates.93 Under the plurality 

system, the voter is confined to the front-runners in a single member district (unless 

s/he prefers to waste his/her vote). Thus FPP does tend to manufacture, 

constituency by constituency, two 'candidate' competition. But if the voter is 

89Sartori, 1986, p.57. 

90Paul Furlong (1991) Government Stability and Electoral Systems: The Italian Example, 
Parliamentary Affairs, vol.44 no.l, January, p.56. 

91The notion that electoral systems lie along a continuum of proportionality has been supported by 
many other scholars, including Taagepera & Shugart (1989, p.114). 

92Sartori, 1968, pp.278-279. 

93 As there is no mUltiplying effect, either the number of parties is reduced or the electoral system 
has no effect. 
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confined to a duality of choice, this does not necessarily mean that an electoral 

system will reduce the number of relevant parties to two at the national level. To 

reiterate, the reason is very simply that the voter is constrained on a constituency 

basis. Therefore plurality cannot reduce the number of parliamentary parties to two 

unless the same two parties happen to be the relevant contestants in all 

constituencies. 

The missing variable (and necessary condition) is the party system itself, 

which serves to condition the voter. Sartori nods to the sociological theorists when 

he states that the effects of the electoral system cannot be assessed without 

examining the influence that the party system affords. For Sartori, party systems can 

also be divided into strong or feeble categories, depending on whether they are 

structured or unstructured. As long as the voter is personality-oriented, parties remain 

labels of litde consequence, and the party system is unstructured. But a moment 

comes when allegiance is given to the party more than to the personages; that is, 

when the voter relates to abstract party images and labels rather than personality

oriented voting for parties of notables.94 As the process develops, the party system 

itself comes to be perceived as the natural system of channelment in the political 

society, reaching the stage of 'structural consolidation'. Thus electoral systems have 

no influence (beyond the district) until the party system becomes structured in 

coincidence with, or in reaction to, the appearance of organisational mass parties.95 

Therefore a plurality system does not l?J itse!f produce a nation-wide two 

party format, but under all circumstances it will help maintain an already existing one 

under two conditions. First, when the party system is structured, and second, if large 

minorities who do not wish to be represented by two mass parties are not 

concentrated in above-plurality levels in particular geographical areas.96 In addition, 

PR systems also obtain reductive effects (though to a lesser extent) according to their 

non-proportionality, particularly when they apply to small-sized constituencies, or 

94At this moment it is no longer the individual leader that "elects" the party, but the party that 
elects the individual. 

95Sartori, 1968, p.28 1. Voters cannot identify themselves with an abstract party image at the 
national level as long as the image is not provided. 

96Ibid., p.282. The first condition explains the multipartism of India under plurality, as it is not a 
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establish a threshold of representation.97 Hence, the greater the impurity of PR, the 

higher the entry costs for the smaller parties, and the stronger the reductive effect on 

the party system. Therefore, just as third parties need to exist in above-plurality 

concentrations in districts in order to gain representation under plurality, minor 

parties need to exist in above-quota/ threshold concentrations to gain seats under PR. 

Alternatively a particularly strong systemic structuring is alone a necessary and 

sufficient condition for maintaining whatever party format pre-existed the 

introduction of PRo 

This led Sartori to incorporate the effects of electoral systems and party 

systems into a model which takes this interaction into account (See Figure 1.2 

below). 

Figure 1.2: Combined Influences of Party and Electoral Systems98 

PARTY SYSTEMS 

Strong (structured) 

Feeble (unstructured) 

ELECTORAL SYSTEMS 

Strong 

I 

Reductive Effect of 
Electoral System 

III 

Constraining 
Constituency Effect 

Feeble 

II 

Countervailing -
Blocking 
Effect of Part S stem 

IV 

No Influence 

structured party system. The second condition explains Canada, which has more than two 
parties because electoral minorities are concentrated in above plurality proportions throughout 
the constituencies. 

97Thresholds of representation usually take the form of minimum vote or seat requirements, which 
determine at what level of support parties should gain seats. 

98Sartori, 1968, p.285. 
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The position I where a strong electoral system and strong party system meet has 

already been discussed, with the result being the maintenance of the two party system 

via the reductive iffect. When PR (a "feeble" electoral system) encounters a structured 

(strong) party system (position II), the voter is still restrained, though not by the 

electoral system but by the potency of party channelment, which has a blocking or 

countervailing effect. This explains not only why the introduction of PR may not be 

followed by more parties, but also allows for a two party format under PR.99 

When a strong electoral system encounters an unstructured party system (III), 

the effect is only a constituency effect, and specifically a constraining iffect on the voter 

that translates itself into a reductive effect on the constituent parties. lOO Sartori 

suggests that this is an optimal waiting and/or facilitating condition for the 

development of structured party systems of the bipolar kind (two-party mechanics or 

moderate multipartism), and an obstructive condition as regards the development of 

extreme and polarised multipartism. In scenario N, neither the electoral nor party 

systems intervene in the political process with a manipulative effect of their own. 

Thus new-born countries that start with PR have the least favourable conditions for 

overcoming party atomisation using the electoral system.lOl With this theory, Sartori 

has been able to incorporate both 'institutional' and 'sociological' approaches, by 

modelling the interaction between electoral systems and party systems. Because it 

utilises the best of both schools of thought, this thesis will use Sartori's model as the 

theoretical basis for hypotheses regarding the relationship between the two variables 

of the electoral system and party system. 

Vernon Bogdanor agrees that neither the electoral system nor the sociological theory 

can be said to completely explain the nature of the party system. It is clear that any 

theory making the electoral system a fundamental causal factor in the development 

99 Austria and Malta, for example. For a two party system, a particularly strong structuring of the 
party system replaces (as a sufficient condition) the manipulative impact of a strong electoral 
system. 

IOoRemembering that according to Sartori, electoral systems cannot produce reductive effects on 
the national scale. However, the constituency impact remains, discouraging fickleness and 
encouraging two-candidate races at the district level. 

IOISartori (1986, p.62) uses the example of some of the Latin American nations, but the post-Cold 
War Eastern European nations may also be worthy illustrations of this scenario. 
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of party systems cannot be sustained, because it fails to give sufficient weight to the 

complexity and diversity of democratic systems, as illustrated by the exceptions to 

Duverger's laws. By focusing on the 'structuring' of the party system, Sartori's model 

incorporates those endemic factors which mitigate the effects of the electoral system. 

Although Sartori does not state it, the sociological explanations for the existence and 

persistence of parties are such factors, if we are to believe Grumm and Rokkan. For 

nothing would 'structure' a party system more in the eyes of voters than the 

identification of parties with societal cleavages. 

But for all of its historical insight, the sociological approach cannot be 

accepted as a final analysis of the relationship between party systems and electoral 

systems either. Sociological theories of parties are better at explaining persistence 

than explaining change,102 and they tend to ignore the existence of political divisions 

which are not the product of social cleavages. Bogdanor points out that it is difficult 

to offer a complete explanation for the success of parties through sociological 

factors, when one element in this success may be allegiance to a charismatic leader. If 

they are to survive, political parties cannot passively reflect long-established social 

cleavages, but must adapt to social change if they are to remain relevant. Thus 

although party systems are grounded in social cleavages, it may be left to politicians 

to mobilise support for a party which represents these issue dimensions. 103 This helps 

to explain the existence of populist parties, which draw much of their support from 

the ability of the leader to play on latent divisions in a society. 

Thus the cleavage structure of a society is not the only fount for party system 

structuring, but other factors such as political leadership contribute to the same 

process, so that both can be distinguished from institutional factors such as the 

electoral system. Therefore the author will continue to use the term 'sociological' 

I02The great strength of what one may call the sociological approach to the analysis of electoral 
systems is that it not only offers an explanation for the variation in party systems between 
countries, but also explains the stability of political alignments in Western Europe since the 
advent of universal suffrage, which Lipset and Rokkan labelled the "freezing hypothesis" 
(Lipset & Rokkan, 1967, pp. 50, 53). 

I03Bogdanor, 1983a, pp.259-260. Just as the works of Duverger and Hermens were influenced by 
the circumstances of their countries of origin, so too do the theories of Rokkan owe 
something to their author's Scandinavian background, where political leaders are expected to 
playa rather more passive role than in many other Western democracies. In this context, it is 
understandably easier to understand political leadership as a reflection of social forces, rather 
than as a causal influence in its own right. 
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factors to describe non-institutional determinants of the party system, with the caveat 

that this term extends beyond a narrow cleavage-based approach to include 

personality factors. Richard Rose pointed out that although the electoral system is a 

major determinant of the manner in which parties are represented, the size and 

spatial variation of the popular vote of parties is the factor which determines change 

in the party system.104 Apart from any psychological effect which the electoral system 

might afford, this influence cannot be determined by electoral law, as it reflects a 

complex amalgam of political and social conditions within a country, and varies from 

constituency to constituency. 

In the past decade, scholars have adopted a safer approach by developing 

propositions regarding more precise specifications of electoral systems and party 

systems, based on the analysis of data gathered cross-nationally. Instead of resting 

content with Duverger's binary formulation (FPP, two parties; PR, multiple parties), 

they have derived quantitative formulas relating the number of parliamentary parties 

in democracies to finer properties of their electoral or social structures. Where 

relationships betWeen more specific variables have been found, this has led to the 

implication that some "tweaking" made to some part of the electoral system will 

influence the party system in the desired manner. 

However, inevitably quantitative models that use the number of 

parliamentary parties as a dependent variable have had to reconcile the 'Institutional' 

and 'Sociological' models, just as Sartori did. Rein Taagepera and Matthew Shugart's 

study looked at the possible interplay of both sets of variables in determining party 

systems. In an earlier work with Bernard Grofman, Taagepera formulated a simple 

rule to calculate the number of parties using a sociological approach: namely, that the 

number of parliamentary parties(N) would equal the number of cleavages or issue 

dimensions(I), plus one:lOS 

104Richard Rose (1984) Electoral Systems: A Question of Degree or Principle?, in A Lijphart & 
B. Grofman (eds.) Choosini an Electoral System, Praeger, New York, p.76. This echoes 
Sartori's thesis which affirms voting as a constituency effect. 

105Rein Taagepera & Bernard Grofman (1985) Rethinking Duverger's Law: Predicting the 
Effective Number of Parties in Plurality and PR Systems- Parties Minus Issues Equals One, 
European Journal of Political Research, vol. 13 no.4. There are three ways in which the rise of a 
new basic issue may theoretically affect the number of parties: 
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N=I+l 

Following the sociological line, Taagepera and Shugart hypothesised that when a new 

polity decides on its electoral system, the outcome is influenced by the number of 

issue dimensions existing at that particular time. If I is low and N is low, major party 

leaders may prefer single-member plurality to protect themselves from new parties. If 

I is high and N is high, each of the numerous major parties may favour PR in fairly 

large districts, to ensure that a moderate loss of votes does not eliminate its own 

party, while appeasing minority demands for representation.10G 

But Taagepera and Shugart certainly did not count out the effects of an 

electoral system on the party system once the former was established.107 They 

concluded that although PR does not "multiply" the number of parties, it does allow 

the party system to change in response to changing issue dimensions. However, if a 

new issue arises in a plurality system, the creation of a new party is quite difficult 

even if it has particularly wide support. When the district magnitude is low, the 

various issues must find expression through the major parties, and this may lead to a 

perception that positions on different issues come in preordained packages (and 

parties), as several issue dimensions are collapsed into a single one. The perceived 

issue dimension is thus reduced, and the relation between N and I again approaches 

N=I+l, through a reduction in I rather than N.l08 Thus N=I+l cannot be 

interpreted purely in terms of issues determining parties, nor vice versa. Taagepera 

(i) each existing party may split so that the number of parties is doubled; 
(ii) the new issue may be espoused by existing parties and the number of 

parties does not increase (more likely when the electoral system makes 
the rise of new parties difficult); or 

(iii) an intermediate between i and ii emerges when new issues do not split 
more than one party or create more than one new party. Such new issue 
dimensions often arise as "half-dimensions" because they lack the 
symmetry of a bipolar conflict (Taagepera & Shugart, 1989, p.94-95). 

106Ibid., p.97. In a multi-seat PR system the fading of an issue is still likely to 
eliminate a party, though the process may be quite slow. 

l07This author notes that in calculating the number of parties that existed before and after a change 
of electoral system from plurality to PR in countries like Denmark and Sweden, Taagepera and 
Shugart (1989, pp.149-151) use only the number of electoral parties as the dependent variable. 
Although this may indicate the possible psychological effects which may result from a change 
in electoral system, nothing can be concluded about the release of the mechanical effect. 

l08Ibid., pp.95-97. 
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and Shugart found that causality could flow in either direction, depending on the 

constraining effect of the electoral system. 

For the twenty-one countries in his 1984 study Arend Lijphart found 

evidence for a "refined" form of Duverger's law, which he states as, "the more 

permissive (ie. proportional) an electoral system is, the larger one can expect the 

number of parties to be"109 Using the average index of disproportionality (a variable 

which measures the difference between vote and seat percentages that an electoral 

system produces), Lijphart could show that the higher the disproportionality of an 

electoral system, the fewer the number of parties. This disproportionality affects both 

parliamentary and electoral parties, indicating that both of Duverger's mechanical 

and psychological effects are at work.110 

Lijphart later disaggregated the gross concept of the 'electoral system' into 

separate dimensions, which he thought might have the potential capacity to interact 

with each other and to exert causal influences over proportionality and the party 

system. At the risk of oversimplification, after conducting a sophisticated series of 

tests he concluded that the proportionality or disproportionality of an electoral 

system is highly sensitive to electoral rules.1ll By contrast, Lijphart found that the link 

between electoral rules and the structure of party systems, though it exists, is much 

weaker. 

Clearly the party system was exerting a non-institutional effect of its own. 

Depending upon the spread of a party's support, which may in turn rely upon its 

linkages with certain societal support bases, a plurality system might represent a two 

or three party system more or more less faithfully in terms of seats. It may also be 

that the link between disproportionality and multipartism is a two-way relationship, 

such that disproportionality affects the degree of multipartism, but multipartism can 

in turn affect the degree of disproportionality. This is especially clear in plurality 

systems, where a substantial part of disproportionality is caused by the emergence of 

109Lijphart, 1984, p.159. 

llOIbid., p.166. 

I11ForLijphart (1994, p.75-77), disproportionality served as the hypothesised link between the 
electoral system variables and party system variables. His hypothesis was that it is the 
disproportionality of electoral systems that, by mechanical and psychological means, reduces 
the number of parties and increases the chances of having major party victories. 
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small parties that fail to win representation or are severely underrepresented. tt2 

However, the psychological effects of PR systems may tempt politicians to form 

small parties and voters to vote for these parties, creating a large number of parties, 

but also a relatively high degree of disproportionality if many of these parties fail to 

win seats. 

Lijphart found that instead of disproportionality, the effective threshold is the 

most important, and almost the only important explanatory variable, for the link 

between the set of 69 electoral systems he studied and their party system 

characteristics. l13 Lijphart noted, as Rae had before him, that some PR systems 

impose a minimum threshold (usually expressed as a percentage of the vote at the 

district or national level) for a party to attain representation, in order to stop the 

proliferation of small parties in parliament. But even in the absence of an explicit 

legal threshold, an effective threshold is implied by the combined influence of other 

dimensions of the electoral system, including the district magnitude, electoral 

formula and assembly size. Plurality single-member districts provide the simplest 

illustration of this effective threshold. Assuming that five candidates compete in the 

district, the lower threshold is 20% because a candidate can win with slighdy more 

than this vote percentage in the most favourable situation of the other four 

candidates splitting their votes equally (each receiving just less than 20% each). The 

higher threshold is 50% in the most unfavourable situation of the candidate being 

faced with one very strong candidate, as now only 50% + 1 guarantees election. 

In other words, the effective threshold of entry into the political market-place 

is the conglomerate variable which best can explain the constraining effect of the 

electoral system at the constituency level, as well as the reductive effect at the national 

level if the party system is structured. 114 Note above, however, that under single

member district plurality the actual number of candidates at the constituency level 

may determine the effective threshold, and this number is decided in turn by the 

structuring of the wider party system according to non-institutional factors. 

112Against the mechanical effect, a mixture of passion, miscalculation and naivete frequently 
induces parties and candidates to enter races that the rules give them little chance to win. 

113Lijphart, 1994, p.1l3. 

114These effects incorporate both mechanical and psychological effects. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

The justification for the theoretical excursion of the first two chapters in this thesis is 

to provide hypotheses for the study of the effects of the electoral system on the party 

system and stability in New Zealand. In the case of this country, the plurality 

electoral system has governed elections until quite recently, whereupon New Zealand 

switched to a 'mixed member proportional' system of PRo Beginning with the classic 

theory presented in Part I, it could be hypothesised that under plurality a two party 

system would have evolved in New Zealand, which would in turn produce 

governments which are stable over their term of office. With the change to PR in 

New Zealand, the classic theory would predict the splintering of the party system, 

and a corresponding emphasis on the differences between parties. It is thought that 

this multipartism would make it more difficult for governments to form and survive, 

given the greater fractionalisation and polarisation of the forces in parliament and 

government. 

This theory evolved from the polemical debates between supporters of 

competing electoral systems as Continental European countries shifted from 

majoritarian to proportional electoral systems in the first half of the twentieth 

century. Given that majoritarian electoral systems represented the status quo, the 

defence against change was to uphold the stability afforded by the current system, 

and the stability of the British and American plurality systems became the standard 

against which systems of PR were measured. Thus it was unsurprising that during the 

1992-1993 debate in New Zealand over a change of electoral system from plurality to 

PR, the same comparisons were made with Weimar Germany and Italy, the erstwhile 

examples of unstable democracies under PR.1 15 Once again, as the quotations at the 

beginning of the Introduction to this thesis illustrate, those in favour of retaining 

plurality followed the 'straight-line' classic theory that PR would cause instability by 

multiplying the number of parliamentary parties. 

Just as it was necessary for political science to investigate the propositions of 

this hypothesis more stringently by the 1950s, the revision of this argument is also 

11SSee for example: Birch, 1993, p.132; G. Antony Wood (1993) Don't Clumge A Good 
Electoral System, in A. McRobie (ed.) Taking it to the People: The New Zealand Electoral 
Referendum Debate, Hazard Press, Christchurch, p.77. 
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required for this thesis to ensure that the hypotheses proposed and tested for New 

Zealand's case are theoretically viable. In the second part of this chapter (part II) 

attention was paid to the proposition that plurality leads to two-partism, and PR to 

multipartism. Following the classic theory, Duverger provided a more logical 

argument as to how electoral systems could have this effect on parties, through their 

'mechanical' and 'psychological' effects. However, by claiming that this relationship 

was deterministic, this theory did not account for the idea that parties represent the 

different sides of societal cleavages or issue dimensions. In fact, the 'sociological' 

theorists were able to demonstrate that electoral systems were often designed and 

selected to suit these socio-political circumstances, particularly when PR was chosen 

to reflect a multiparty system already in existence. 

But they too could not completely reverse the direction of causality between 

electoral systems and party systems. In reality electoral systems are neither cause nor 

consequence of party systems but both. Electoral systems often do reflect political 

cleavages or, more strictly, they reflect the politicians' decisions to make them 

political cleavages, and electoral systems do have an independent effect of their own. 

Sartori's model of the relationship between electoral systems and party 

systems is the best so far, because it seeks to reconcile the interaction between the 

institutional and societal factors which shape the party system. Accordingly, where 

plurality has operated in New Zealand we would expect that although it encourages 

two 'party' competition at the single-member district level, it will only sustain a two 

party system nation-wide if the parties are "structured". The author hypothesises that 

this structuring may result from societal factors, such that support for parties exists 

through their representation of cleavage politics. Because Sartori emphasises that 

plurality can be a "reductive" system, while PR is a "reflective" electoral system, it is 

expected that New Zealand's shift to a more "permissive" or "less restrictive" 

electoral system will allow, and probably encourage (given Duverger's psychological 

factors), more parties to seek and win representation. However, in a state of 

equilibrium the extent of this fractionalisation will be commensurate to the number 

of parties which New Zealand society "allows for". 

The moral to the survey of theory relating electoral systems to party systems 

is that it is easier to point to a vast variety of specific consequences arising from the 

application of particular electoral systems in particular circumstances to particular 
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countries than to enunciate some simple general rule. If there is one central 

conclusion which clearly emerges, it is the extent to which the choice and working of 

the electoral system is influenced by the politicians and political traditions of the 

countries in which they operate. Thus while the preceding theory regarding the 

influence of electoral systems on party systems provides hypotheses for the likely 

effects of the application of plurality and PR in New Zealand, the rest of this thesis is 

devoted to the testing of these theories for this specific country case. However, 

before this begins, the theoretical framework must be completed with an 

investigation in the following chapter of the relationship between party systems and 

stability, as well as the overriding question of whether electoral systems can still be 

granted a role in the stability of governments. 



CHAPTER TWO 

Party Systems, Stability, 
and a Reassessment of the 

Classic theory 

The sub-field which deals with the second major proposition of the classic theory 

posits a relationship between the type of party system and the level of government 

stability. It is thought that multiparty systems lead governments formed under these 

circumstances to be less stable, contrasting with those which emerge from two party 

systems. Part III in this chapter examines this interaction, and begins by proposing 

that an intermediary variable of "government type" provides the link between the 

number of parties and the duration of a government, as implied by the classic theory. 

What follows is an examination of the validity of the various branches of theory 

which deal with stability, beginning with 'coalition theories' which prescribe 

conditions for inherent stability in a government. From here a survey of various 

cross-national studies which measure the variance of government duration against 

the 'attributes' of party fragmentation, polarisation and government type is analysed. 

This will provide empirical evidence as to whether an association between the party 

system and stability exists. However, in order to gain a better appreciation of why 

these variables should affect stability, an exploration of the catalysts for government 

termination is also included, to suggest an overall model of the way in which the 

party system and government type determine the level of governmental stability. 

Given the appraisal of the 'divided' theories in Parts II and III, the final part 

of this formal theoretical examination establishes whether they are able to be re

integrated in the way that they were under the classic theory. In particular, the focus 

will be on whether electoral systems have a circumscribed effect on stability as the 

59 
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split in the theory implies, or whether the effect of the electoral system is a direct 

one. This question will be evaluated with respect to each class of electoral system in 

turn, to establish whether plurality and PR vary in their influence upon politics 

beyond the election of representatives to the legislature. Finally, the nature of 

stability as measured by duration will be assessed, to provide awareness of the 

shortcomings of this variable, as well as any other factors which must be taken into 

account when measuring stability. 

PART III: PARTY SYSTEMS AND 
GOVERNMENTAL STABILITY 

Party systems and Government type 

A well-established theory in political science is that which posits a relationship 

between the type of party system and the level of government stability. Once again, 

from the traditional literature there exists a theoretical divide between two party 

systems and multiparty systems, with the former being linked with stable, effective 

government and the latter with unstable government. 

Although the numerical difference between two party and multiparty systems 

has already been established, 1 there are other important distinctions to be made 

regarding the operation of these different systems. Leslie Lipson's widely accepted 

deftnition of a two party system provides an adequate starting point, whereby: 

(i) not more than two parties at any time have a genuine chance to gain 

power; 

(ii) one of these is able to win the requisite majority to stay in offtce without 

the help of another party, and; 

(iii) over a number of decades, two parties alternate in power.2 

ISee the Introduction to this thesis. The format of party systems must be assessed in terms of seats, 
not in electoral returns, for the reason that governments are formed and perform on the basis of 
strength in parliament. 

2Leslie Lipson (1953)The Two Party System in Great Britain, American Political Science Review, 
vol.47 no.2, June, p.338. Sartori gives similar conditions of two-partism (Giovanni Sartori 
(1976) Parties and Party Systems, voLl, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, p.188). 
Alternation should be understood as implying the expectation rather than the actual occurrence 
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In other words, a two party system effectively equals one party rule in government. 

This type of government is known as a single party mqjority government, where the party 

in power possesses a majority of seats in parliament. But logically, if a party system 

can sustain more than two parties, then the possibility of one party rule in 

government lessens, as the chance of a single party having a majority in the 

legislature is reduced. Therefore, in a multiparty system, government is more likely to 

be a coalition of two or more parties, a minority government, or a combination of 

both. Thus the types of government which are more likely to emerge from a 

multiparty parliament are: 

Single party minority government: the party in government does not 

possess a majority in parliament, and survives with the support of non

governmental party(ies) on votes of confidence. 

Coalition mqjority government : two or more parties govern with a 

combined majority of seats in parliament. 

Coalition minority government : two or more parties govern without a 

combined majority in parliament, and survive with the support of non

governmental party(ies) on votes of confidence.3 

Note that the first type, single party majority government, is seen as being the most 

likely result of the two party system, while the other three types of government are 

assumed to be the result of a multiparty system. The classic hypothesis which derives 

from this states that single party majority rule is the most stable form of government, 

because of the sure mqjority they hold in the legislature and the unity of a single party 

government. The other types of government are seen to be less stable in this regard, 

as they lack either or both of these stabilising characteristics. 

Governments in parliamentary systems by and large govern only at the 

sufferance of a majority of MPs in the lower House of the legislature. Therefore, 

of government turnover. Alternation only means that the margin between the two major parties 
is close enough. or that there is sufficient credibility to the expectation that the party in 
opposition has a chance to oust the governing party. 

3 A "party of government" is a party represented in government by holding one or more offices at 
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stable government requires a stable majority in that House. It is highly unlikely that a 

majority of several hundred autonomous individual legislators would spontaneously 

arrive at agreements over a wide range of issues. Thus an institution or structure 

must exist to command support for the government from individual legislators who 

may only disagree with the government's position on one or more issues. Parties are 

seen as being the only available institution capable of exercising such discipline over 

individual legislators. According to the theory, a strict two party system will produce 

a single party majority capable of being disciplined. In a multiparty system, such a 

majority is less likely to result from an election. In such systems, government is 

normally by a coalition of parties. 

Although parties may discipline their own members, they do not have the 

same power over coalition partners. The probability of a loss of a government's 

majority is likely to be greater when the majority depends on the continued 

cooperation of other parties than when the majority is held by a single party. The fact 

that no party can govern alone suggests a greater divergence on issues, or the 

presence of multiple issue dimensions (cleavages), which should theoretically make it 

more difficult to reach agreement between parties. In multiparty parliaments the 

effectiveness of governments is thought to be diminished, owing to the necessity of 

continual bargaining across a set of political actors with divergent goals. Therefore 

coalition or minority cabinets are expected to enjoy a shorter life expectancy or to 

tend more towards immobilism than are single party majority governments. 

On the other hand, the two party system only requires agreement within 

parties, as the two large parties usually differ on mainly socioeconomic issues. Thus 

another advantage of a two party system for stability is said to be its moderating and 

centralising influence on the democratic regime. Although they represent left and 

right wings, in order to win a majority the two parties tend to concentrate attention 

on uncommitted voters in the centre of the left-to-right political spectrum with 

moderate policy programmes. This centripetal tendency of two party competition is 

also expected to aid the long term effectiveness and stability of the regime, because 

their policies converge over time.4 

the cabinet level. A "party in support of government" is a party not represented at the 
ministerial level but is at the same time not opposed to the persistence of that government. 

4Lijphart, 1984, pp.l06-108. 
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Thus the right hand side of Figure 1.1 with which the first part of this chapter 

is concerned can be re-modelled to incorporate the type of government prevalent 

under each type of party system, as illustrated in Figure 2.1 below: 

Figure 2.1: Propositions of the Classic Theory concerning 

Party systems, Government type and Stability 

Two-party system ----+ Single party majority----+~ Stable 
government government 

Multiparty system ----+ Coalition or minority----+~ Less stable 
government government 

Coalition Theory 

As it was pointed out in Part I, for some time it was taken for granted that only a two 

party system could lead to government stability. But by the 1960s, a growing section 

of political science literawre focused on the operation of multiparty governments, 

particularly as an example of collective decision-making in action. Typically, such 

analyses used a "rational choice" model, which assumes that actors in decision

making scenarios choose from among alternative strategies those which they expect 

to maximise their individual preference orderings (utility). 5 In a multiparty 

parliament, it was hypothesised that the coalition. which forms will be in 

"equilibrium", in the sense that there will be no alternative coalition which can 

guarantee to all its members a more satisfactory situation, in the distribution of pay

offs (ie. ministries) between its members. 

Perhaps the best known proposition associated with coalition theories is 

William Riker's theory that "minimum-winning" coalitions will form in order to 

5That is, they seek to maximise benefits and minimise costs. 
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maximise the expected utility for each partner. In other words, in zero-sum 

conditions participants will create c6alitions just as large as they believe will ensure 

winning (a majority) and no larger.6 Since winning confers upon coalition partners 

the ability to derive benefit from division of the coalition payoff, none of them is 

expected to dilute their share by adding actors to the coalition who are unnecessary 

to its formation and survival. Along with Riker, Dodd also hypothesised that the 

coalition formation process was critical for the future stability of a government, and 

that coalitions formed in 'equilibrium' (on the minimal winning basis) would last 

longer than those which are not.7 

However, the results these theories predicted did not equate with what was 

actually observed from government formation processes in Western parliamentary 

democracies, where minority and "oversized" cabinets appeared as common 

occurrences. The assumption that politicians were pragmatists implied that they 

would coalesce with any party to maximise the benefit of becoming government 

while minimising the costs. However, it is hard to imagine any politician in the real 

world agreeing to enact policies s/he totally opposes, simply to stay in office. Even in 

a world of selfish utility maximisers a reputation for responsibility and reliability is 

worth votes.8 The conflict of these premises and the practical experience of cabinet 

formation depreciated the predictive value of this theory, particularly in its 

importance for stability. 

Thus in an important revision to this theory, the minimal-winning criterion 

was retained while the concept of utility upon which actors based their decisions was 

altered to incorporate policy differences. Rather than the value of coalition 

membership being assessed as a function of the size of individual benefit shares in a 

division of the payoff, the coalition payoff is modelled as a collective benefit created 

by the agreement of the members of a party (on a set of policies). Thus benefits to 

individual members are maximised to the extent that the distance between individual 

6William H. Riker (1962) The Theory of Political Coalitions, Yale University Press, New Haven. 
pp.32-33. Through its use of game theory this hypothesis assumes a confrontation of selfish 
actors concerned solely with material rewards. These are fixed and limited in the sense that 
offices cannot be shared out indefinitely among parties (constant sum), but the fact that one 
party gains office means that another loses (zero-sum). 

7Dodd. 1976. p.18. 

8Budge & Kernan. pp.13-14. 
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preferences and the position agreed to by the group are minimised. If parties can be 

arranged on a "right to left" ideological dimension, the consideration of minimising 

internal dissonance leads us to expect the formation of "connected" coalitions; that 

is, governments formed from parties adjacent to each other on the continuum. 

Under these circumstances the degree to which the party seems to be moving away 

from its initial supporters' preferences by joining a coalition will be lessened, and 

each partner will be more likely to get what they want from union with closer parties. 

Thus it was hypothesised that minimal winning connected coalitions will form and will 

last longer than those which are not.9 

Although rational choice theories of political coalitions have proven 

particularly useful with respect to explanations of cabinet formation and behaviour, 

they have not focused direcdy upon the question of cabinet stability. It was 

reasonable to hypothesise that cabinet coalitions which are in equilibrium will last 

longer than those which are not, because the partners have maximised their expected 

utility. However, as Michael Laver and Kenneth Shepsle point out, forming a 

government is not the end of politics but the beginning. to Coalition theories seem to 

model a situation where formation is sufficient to guarantee a constant flow of 

benefits to partners over time, as if the government has some inherent stability. For 

these theories, there can be no expectation of a coalition termination, unless 

exogenous forces change the parameters. This focus carries with it the consequence 

of retarding the development of theory which specifies the factors determining the 

persistence of governments beyond their formation, as actual experiences reveal that 

governments do indeed fall. 

9Robert Axelrod, 1970, Conflict ofInterest, Markham Publishing Co., Chicago, pp.l70-175. 

lOMichael Laver & Kenneth A. Shepsle (1990) Coalitions and Cabinet Government, American 
Political Science Review, vol.84 no.3, September, p.873. 
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Empirical Testing of Hypothesised Attributes 
Influencing Stability 

In the absence of derived expectations from coalition theories, further research on 

cabinet stability proceeded with empirical investigations of a variety of hypotheses 

associated with the concept. In treating stability as a dependent variable, these studies 

have universally conceived of it as a function of duration in office, which is readily 

measured in units of elapsed time. This approach improves on coalition theories by 

recognising that governments are not all inherently stable beyond their formation, 

and that they often end prematurely. Known here as the "regression" approach, most 

of the research examined below uses bivariate and/or multiple regression analyses to 

explain the variation in cabinet duration through correlation with certain systemic 

attributes. 

The independent variables used to explain the variance in cabinet duration 

were those attributes drawn from past political thought, including the derivative of 

the classic theory that the attributes of the party system, and the resultant type of 

government, influence stability. This underlying theory still had its champions, as Rae 

also drew the link between the stability of the government and the number of parties 

represented, proposing that the relative ease or difficulty with which majority support 

can be pieced together depends in part upon the fractionalisation of the 

parliamentary party system. 11 Clearly if a few large legislative parties monopolise the 

chamber, it should generally be easier to sustain a government than if the body is 

fractionalised into a larger number of smaller parties. 12 

Blondel's cross-national study relating party systems to cabinet stability one 

year later was an attempt to test Rae's hypothesis. Blondel found that government 

duration is unquestionably influenced by the type of party system prevailing in a 

country, being longest in two party systems, and shortest among multiparty systems 

without a dominant party. He hypothesised that the greater likelihood of instability 

under coalition government was partly a function of the nature of coalition cabinets, 

for what is simply a cabinet reshuffle for a single party government becomes a 

IIRae's use of 'fractionalisation' does not simply refer to the number of parties, but also to their 
relative strength. A highly fractionalised system has many parties of roughly equal strength, so 
that none of them are dominant (1967, p.53). 
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ministerial crisis in a coalition situation, where government is shared.13 In 

psychological terms, these coalition break-ups, even if followed by a rejoining, appear 

to be more than ministerial crises, because they usually mean that everything comes 

to a halt for a period (sometimes lasting several weeks), and they may involve 

intervention by the head of state. 14 Accordingly, the longer a cabinet crisis lasts, the 

more de-stabilising its effect. 1s These crises are public events, and as such they 

contribute to mould public attitudes about the political system and have an effect on 

the perceived stability of government alluded to in the Introduction to this thesis. 

Blondel's study indicated that the political culture of a country exerted an 

important effect of its own on government type. The ideology of one party 

government is accepted as the norm in some countries, especially Anglo-Saxon ones, 

while the notion of coalition can prevail even where it is not stricdy necessary, as in 

Austria or during at least one period of post-war Germany. But Blondel affirmed that 

single party government, rather than the two party system, is the factor contributing 

most decisively to the stability of government. Two party systems simply increase the 

probability that the ideology of one party government will prevail in the political 

culture.16 In other words, Blondel hints that the desire for single party government 

may lead to the amalgamation of political opinion into two parties. The importance 

of government type is upheld by Blondel when he admits that multiparty systems 

produce stable governments where one party is periodically able to take power alone. 

However, he was surprised to find that few countries keep governments with the 

same political base and same head for as many as four years, and concluded that the 

difference between a stable and an unstable governmental pattern (based on their 

duration) remains very narrow,17 Although it may differ from the perceptions of 

public opinion and politicians, it was discovered that in terms of duration 

12Ibid., p.146. 

I3Blondel, 1968, p.198. 

14Ibid., p.199. 

15Lawrence C. Mayer (1980) Party Systems and Cabinet Stability, in Peter H. Merkl (ed.) Western 
European Party Systems: Trends and Prospects, The Free Press, New York, p.341. 

16Blondel, 1968, p.199. 

17With the borderline being somewhere between one to two years, and this is under the more 
relaxed definition of government duration that Blondel uses (1968, p.l90), which does not 
include every election as a change of government. 
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governments are rarely very stable, and that supposedly "stable" parliamentary 

regimes change government fairly often. 

Following up directly on Blondel, in their cross-national study Michael Taylor 

and Valentine Herman also found that governmental stability (measured in terms of 

durability) is negatively correlated with the number of parties in parliament, and that 

this relationship was even stronger when the parties' relative strengths were 

weighted.18 They also found that single party governments (with a mean duration of 

1107.9 days) were more stable than coalition governments (624.5 days). And in 

further support of minimal winning coalition theory, Taylor and Herman concluded 

that majority governments were more stable than minority governments. 19 

However, party fractionalisation and government type were not the only 

attributes which showed a close association with duration. A disagreement about the 

constitution or the "rules of the game", between anti-system parties (mainly 

communists and neo-fascists) and pro-system parties, also has relevance for stability. 

For Taylor and Herman's study the correlation between instability and the size of the 

anti-system parties was the strongest relation found. 20 Clearly, the aim of an anti

system party is to bring about major upheavals in the political system, and their 

attempts to do this do not usually coincide with the maintenance of governmental 

stability.21 But another way in which the presence of significant anti-system parties 

make government difficult, is that they usually restrict the ideological and numerical 

area from which governments can be formed. As the share of seats held by the anti

system parties at the extremes increases, the size of the 'centre' decreases, and the 

task of building a government coalition becomes more difficult. If, in addition to the 

18Using Rae's index of parliamentary fractionalisation, as Rae's index would give the value of 2.5 
to what is nominally a three party system. 

19Taylor & Herman, 1971, pp.30-31. 

20The post-war European communist parties have not pursued exclusively revolutionary strategies 
of opposition, but instead they have concentrated on the usual democratic strategies of 
attempting to win seats in parliament, and by bargaining with the government parties, to obtain 
favourable legislation. Nevertheless, they are still dedicated to making major changes in the 
political system, and at times prefer to bring about the defeat of the government in divisions 
and to encourage cabinet instability, even at the expense of gaining favourable legislation. 
Strong tensions involving the extremists can either threaten to deadlock the system, or 
perpetually push for the formation of centre governments of policy immobilism and poor 
durability (Taylor & Herman, 1971, p.35; Powell, 1982, pp.223-225). 

21 Unless they are already the government! 
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constraints imposed by the presence of large anti-system parties at the coalition

formation stage and when in office, the party system is also highly fragmented, then 

Taylor and Herman expected it to be even more unstable. 22 Thus it appeared that 

number was not the only party system variable which impacted upon governmental 

stability. 

Although Taylor and Herman had concluded that for a party system 

"ideology does not play a very important role in our explanation of government 

stability,"23 Sartori dismissed this finding because they had simply ordered parties in 

each system according to their ideological sequence (ie. left to right), while assuming 

equal intervals between them. In line with the coalition theories already mentioned, 

Taylor and Herman had found that this sequencing, or the ideological contiguity of 

the parties, is a good predictor of coalition formation. However, there is no reason to 

assume that this information has relevance for the duration of governments once the 

partners are known. 

Sartori preferred to take into account the "ideological distance" between the 

parties, as the assumption of equal intervals seemed unrealistic. In this way, the 

finding of Taylor and Herman that "the proportion of seats held by anti-system 

parties was the best single indicator of government stability" could now be seen as an 

ideological difference of some scale, rather than a nominal one between pro and anti

system parties.24 This led Sartori to hypothesise that governmental stability is 

negatively correlated to the number and polarisation of potential coalition partners 

(the ideological distance between them), and that the best available indicator to date 

of such polarisation is the appeal of the anti-system parties.25 In this respect he 

agreed with Taylor and Herman on the important influence of anti-system parties 

upon stability, but recognised that they were a function of the ideological 

heterogeneity of a party system. 

The notion that the polarisation of the party system plays a role in 

determining stability was one which had existed for some time. Even Duverger 

22Taylor & Herman, 1971, p.36. 

23Ibid., p.34. 

24Sartori, 1976, p.317. 

25Ibid., p.318. 
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stated that solid and homogeneous coalitions may give a multiparty system a close 

resemblance to a two-party system in terms of stability.26 But Duverger still argued 

that a two party system tends to produce more stable governments overall than a 

multiparty system because it is more moderate. In the former, one finds a "decrease 

in the extent of political divisions," whereas in the latter there is an "aggravation of 

political divisions and an intensification of differences" coinciding with "a general 

'extremisation' of opinion,"27 simply because more parties must be seen to be 

different to justify their existence as separate entities. Taagepera & Shugart also make 

the point that if a party system contains many issue-oriented parties then differences 

may be stressed, making compromise, and therefore government, difficult. 28 

In recognition that party system characteristics should not be limited to 

numerical factors, and that the polarisation of the parties also has implications for 

stability, Sartori devised three major systemic patterns: 

i.) two party mechanics: bipolar single party alternation in government; 

ii.) moderate multipartism : bipolar shifts among coalition governments; and 

iii.) polarised multipartism : systems characterised by multipolar competition, 

centre-located coalitions with peripheral turnover, and anti

system parties. 

Here fractionalisation is not totally removed from the issue of polarisation, as Sartori 

proposed that systems of five parties or less were conducive to centripetal 

competition (moderate multipartism), through the minimal complexity that the 

bargaining environment offered. Conversely, the very way in which more than five 

parties interact went a long way towards explaining a centrifugal pattern of 

competition,29 as the diffuse nature of polarised multipartism makes the formation of 

coalition governments difficult and renders their survival precarious.3D In line with 

26Duverger, 1954, ppAl8. 

27 Arend Lijphart (1977) Democracy in Plural Societies- A Comparative Exploration, Yale 
University Press, New Haven, pp.12-13. 

28Taagepera & Shugart, 1989, p.98. 

29Sartori, 1976, p.316. 

30Purlong, 1991, pp.51-52. 
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this emphasis on the systemic propensities of low or high number party systems, G. 

Bingham Powell found that although fractionalisation is associated with less stability, 

it is the association of multiparty systems with extremism, and not fractionalisation as 

such, that leads to the lack of executive stability.31 Thus the polarisation of the party 

system or the "bargaining approach" has also been established as an attribute 

associated with stability. 

Nevertheless, party fractionalisation and government type continued to be employed 

as key variables to be matched against government duration. Once again, from 

analysis both within and across countries, Powell found that the most durable 

governments are single party majority governments (averaging 34 months). Although 

not surviving quite as long as single party majority governments, minimum winning 

coalitions were fairly durable (averaging 29 months), at least if they were reasonably 

connected ideologically. Minority governments were on average not nearly as durable 

as the minimal winning connected coalitions, but did survive an average of about 18 

months.32 

Lijphart hypothesised that governmental stability had more to do with 

executive-legislature relations than the party system. In other words, a multiparty 

system may be quite stable if the prevalent political culture is conducive to the 

maintenance of stability, at the cost of greater executive power over the legislature. 

Nevertheless, Lijphart still used cabinet durability as a dependent variable, this time 

as the measure of executive dominance rather than as a direct measure of stability. 33 

His evidence shows that party fractionalisation is negatively associated with stability, 

so that as the number of parties increases the durability of cabinet decreases, 

affirming the results of Blondel, Taylor and Herman, and Powell before him. In 

addition, Lijphart found that for the 21 democracies he studied (from 1945-80) there 

was a strong relationship between the number of parties and the percentage of time 

during which governments comprised of coalitions, and an even stronger correlation 

31Powell, 1982, p.108. 

32Ibid., pp.185-221. 

33Lijphart, 1984, pp.80-84. 
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with minimum winning coalitions.34 The link between the party system and the type 

of government seems clear, and fairly difficult to refute given that a higher number 

of parties makes single party majority government less likely. Also clear from 

Lijphart's study and from those before him is the conclusion that the number of 

parties in general is related to the level of governmental stability. 

However, while party systems can be seen to relate to certain types of 

government as well as stability itself, establishing the intermediate link between the 

type of government and stability proved to be much more difficult for political 

scientists after Taylor and Herman, as more cases were included. In measuring 

cabinet duration Budge and Keman found that single party governments are clearly 

the longest lived, but they also discovered that several countries with minimal

winning coalitions (Belgium, Ireland, Norway) served as important exceptions. 

Minority governments were generally the shortest lived, but in Finland, Denmark, 

Austria and France they lasted longer than the average for minimal winning 

coalitions.35 Although a general cross-national pattern emerges, the differences 

between national systems suggests that there are other factors at work than simply 

government type, which Budge and Keman believe are the effects of policy and 

ideologically-based agreements and disagreements.36 This explanation illustrates the 

potential importance of the degree of party polarisation in influencing stability, along 

with the other variables of party fractionalisation and government type. 

In one of the most recent cross-national studies investigating this topic, 

Woldendorp, Keman and Budge proposed that types of government are a result of 

institutional arrangements and the working of a party system. Naturally, a high 

number of parties has a negative impact on the occurrence of single party 

governments, but Woldendorp et al. also found that the working of the party system 

is also clearly related to the existence of surplus coalitions and caretaker 

governments.37 On this point their results relating party system to government type 

34Ibid., pp.124-125. 

351n six democracies surplus majorities lasted longer than minimal winning coalitions (against 
coalition theory), while in three (Belgium, Finland and Italy) the reverse was the case. 

36Budge & Kernan, 1990, p.170. 

37Woldendorp et ai., 1993, p.ll5. The category of surplus coalition comprises coalition 
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concur with those of Lijphart, but the next step was to determine whether the party 

system or type of government was related in any way to duration. 

Overall, Woldendorp et al. concluded that governments in most democracies 

last about 680 days or more and that those countries that are clearly above or below 

the cross-national average have little in common in terms of political and institutional 

arrangements. They found that the relationship between 'type of government' and 

'stability' (ie. durability) is either absent or negative. That is to say, single party 

governments and minimal-winning coalitions are unrelated to duration or rate of 

survival. Minority governments do appear to have a shorter duration, whereas 

surplus coalitions are quite unstable.38 Woldendorp et al. concluded that although the 

complexion of government, both in terms of connectedness and (minimal) size, 

appears to be a dimension influencing behaviour while forming a government, it 

does not appear to contribute to its endurance. Instead, their conclusions reaffirmed 

those of Lijphart and the earlier study by Budge and Keman, when they found that 

the duration and rate of survival of governments is mainly related to how many 

parties are present and to what extent issue-related differences are relevant in a party 

system.39 

Although this latest research posits an established relationship between the 

party system and the type of government, and the party system and duration, the type 

of government and duration seem unrelated, against what we would expect from the 

classic theory. However, it is logically difficult to explain why this should be the case, 

when the party system and the type of government show a high level of association. 

If anything, the results of such empirical studies of the relationships between 

different attributes are frustrating because they can never explain the interactions by 

themselves. 

The anomaly may be due to the fact that Lijphart, Budge and Keman, and 

Woldendorp et al. divide the category of coalition governments into minimal

winning coalitions and surplus coalitions, with the result that a divide is constructed 

between single party majority and minimal winning coalitions on one side, and 

governments which exceed the minimal winning criteria. Caretaker governments occur when 
the government formed is not intended to undertake any kind of serious policy making, but is 
only temporarily 'minding the shop'. 

38Ibid., p.112. 



Chapter Two 74 

surplus coalitions and single party minority government on the other. This changes 

the basis of the distinction between different types of government, and cannot be 

accurately compared to the results of previous studies like that of Taylor and 

Herman, which grouped coalitions together and showed their duration to be 

somewhat shorter than single party majority governments. However, the more recent 

studies do show that if formed under certain conditions, coalitions may be just as as 

stable as single party majority governments as the coalition theories predict. 

With this "regression" approach, empirical inadequacy is commonly attributed to 

model misspecification or measurement error, prompting new variables to be 

introduced or old ones to be reconceptualised. Similarly, we have also seen that 

coalition theories were redefined when testing failed to confirm the expected results. 

The latter begins with the assumption of rational choice for the government 

formation process, and deduces from this that the outcome that it implies will be 

stable, because it is in equilibrium. Against this, the regression approach takes intQ 

account the real variation in the duration of governments, by beginning with 

observed duration values and specifying that they are determined by the parallel 

variation of independent attributes, such as party fragmentation, polarisation, and 

government type. 

Thus the expectation is that a government's duration will be pre-determined 

by the attributes it possesses at the time of its formation, as these are assumed not to 

vary over the government's lifetime. But this specification of the regression approach 

to stability draws parallels with coalition theory in the problems that it encounters. 

With coalition theory, coalitions are expected to have infinite duration since the 

government that forms should continue to maximise the flow of benefits for each of 

its members. With the regression approach, governments with the "correct" attribute 

values (ie. bipolar two-partism and single party majority governments) might also be 

expected to endure indefinitely. 

But there is no provision in either case that the values associated with actor 

preferences or situational variables will change over time. Given the assumption of 

coalition theories that forming coalitions are the result of rational calculations, then 

39Ibid., p.112. 
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any early termination of a coalition must also be a product of rational choice. 

However, in equilibrium this would only occur if something previously exogenous 

intruded to change the parameters of the "game". Similarly, the ability of attributes 

such as party fractionalisation, polarisation, or government type to ensure 

governmental stability may be variable or limited in the face of environmental forces 

for change. In other words, the kind of intrusions from the environment which lead 

to an earlier-than-expected government termination may be independent of party 

and government attributes, or may be more potent in some circumstances than in 

others. Thus some account must be taken of the "events" that threaten stability and 

the processes which affect them, in order to achieve a more successful understanding 

of the influence of the party system. 

Government Termination: Incorporating an "Events" 
Approach to the Problem of Cabinet Stability 

Several studies which examine government stability have chosen to emphasise the 

reasons for the termination of a government as the key to understanding the variance 

in the stability of administrations. Mayer proposes that a conceptualisation that 

equates stability with duration fails to weight the different kind of events which may 

cause termination, and he suggests that different kinds of events have different 

impacts on the capacity to govern coherently.40 In other words, the different reasons 

for termination, in tandem with duration, can tell us much more about the level of 

instability which surrounds each scenario of governmental change. This may help 

political scientists to discover how instability may be felt in the more abstract, 

intuitive sense, rather then relying solely upon the non-contextual variable of 

duration. 

The "critical events" which lead to terminations are not viewed as fixed 

characteristics, but instead appear in it on a schedule that is not fully controlled by 

actors, as random disturbances in the governing environment. As the outcomes of 

processes which often occur at levels other than the cabinet, these events may be 

effective in bringing about changes in attribute values, and some will be sufficient to 

40Mayer, 1980, p.340. 
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overwhelm the inherent stability of a government. 41 Thus the duration of a 

government is largely determined by the occurrence of a critical event and not by its 

inherent durability. Browne, Frendreis and Gleiber argue that while attributes such as 

party fractionalisation, polarisation, and government type do not produce such events, 

these attributes mediate the impact of events on stability. These authors propose a 

model which incorporates these static attributes (regression approach), as well as the 

preferences of actors in this setting (coalition theory), into a stochastic "events 

approach" to stability. Here. the proclivity or capability of actors to maintain the 

existence of cabinet is a direct function of how easy or difficult this is to accomplish, 

a decision which can be modelled on rational choice theory. In other words, an actor 

may calculate that the costs of continuing in government outweigh the benefits, and 

precipitate such action as would minimise these costs. 

If cabinet persistence is viewed as a function of the maintenance of 

consensus among coalition partners or MPs that a government continue, the 

probability of maintaining this consensus is assumed to be variable according to 

attributes such as the fractionalisation and polarisation of the party system, and the 

type of government. Thus, much like the empirical approach, each government is 

presumed to possess at least some degree of inherent stability, depending on the 

different attributes involved.42 An events perspective can then be imposed on this 

approach, using duration as the common dependent variable. 

Figure 2.2 below views duration as either a direct effect of events m the 

political environment or as a function of actor preferences regarding the continuing 

existence of a government. In the latter case, the preferences of actors are viewed as 

either a direct effect of environmental events, or as the result of such events being 

mediated by the structural attributes of the environment. 

41Eric C. Browne, John P. Frendreis & Dennis W. Gleiber (1984) An "Events" Approach to the 
Problem of Cabinet Stability , Comparative Political Studies, voU7 no.2, July, p.180. 

42Eric C. Browne, John P. Frendreis & Dennis W. Gleiber (1986) Dissolution o/Governments in 
Scandinavia: A Critical Events Perspective, Scandinavian Political Studies, vol.9 no.2, p.94. 
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Figure An Integrated Causal Model of Stability43 

Events in 
Political Environment 

Structural Attributes 
of Government Decision
Making Environment: 
.. party fractionalisation / polarisation 
.. government type 

------------~--------------------+ 
Government 
Duration 

Actor Preference 

The direct path from events to duration explains termination which occurs regardless 

of attributes or actor preferences. These include elections which are constitutionally 

mandated by the expiration of the parliamentary term, and the death or resignation 

of a prime minister due to ill health. These terminations help to explain the findings 

of some of the studies detailed above, which reveal that the difference in the 

duration of governments of different type was often small, because such "natural" 

events impinge similarly on all governments. 

With respect to the path leading from events through the preferences of 

actors to duration, attributes are clearly irrelevant in the determination of these actor 

preferences regarding the continuation or termination of a government. An example 

of this is the voluntary resignation of a prime minister, or the calling of an 

unscheduled (snap) election, if this action is founded on tactical considerations rather 

than the loss of support in a government. 

The final path is that upon which this thesis is most concerned, for as 

disrupting events arise their effect on actors' preferences may be mediated (to 

43Adapted from Browne et aI., 1984, p.184. 
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varying degrees) by the structural attributes of the governmental decision-making 

environment.44 Where a divisive (consensus threatening) issue arises, it may develop 

differendy according to the prevailing government type. While a single party 

government might remain united in the face of such a critical event, a coalition 

government may terminate through inter-party dissension. Alternatively, the 

government's response to such an event may cause termination through 

parliamentary dissension, where a no confidence vote is successfully prosecuted 

against a minority governmen.t. The development of these outcomes may have been 

influenced in turn by the fractionalisation and polarisation of the party system, 

particularly if parties are numerous and deeply divided, and are required to share 

government. 

Although this model sets events as the effective agents of cabinet stability, 

which is a debatable point in the literature, it does give some explanatory power to 

the way in which the duration of governments is shortened through different modes 

of termination. In fact, the pathways described in the above model also set out the 

different modes of government termination, adapted from Budge and Kernan (1990) 

and Woldendorp et al. (1993) in Table 2.1 below. Scheduled elections and prime 

ministerial resignations for health reasons arise from events which direcdy affect 

stability. Unscheduled elections and the voluntary resignation of the PM are more 

likely to be decisions mediated by actor preferences as well, while the party system 

and government type attributes have usually been taken into account when 

governments terminate for 'political' reasons. 

44Ibid., p.185. 
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Table 2.1: Modes of Termination for Governments45 

Election 

Scheduled 

Unscheduled 

Resignation of PM 

Voluntary 

Health 

Political 

Governmental dissension 

Parliamentary dissension 

Constitutional intervention 

Elections include any elections stipulated by law 

or constitution (scheduled ), as well as those 

unscheduled or 'snap' elections which are not 

required by law. 

Both forms of resignation of PM should be 

considered non-political, although the voluntary 

resignation of a PM in particular may be a cover

up for a factional dispute within a party or a 

government.46 Yet where 'real' cannot be 

distinguished from 'fake' reasons, they have to be 

accepted at face value. 

Governmental dissension covers instances when 

either a coalition breaks up without external 

pressure or when there are publicised quarrels 

and/or movements of personnel within a 

government. 

Parliamentary dissension counts every instance 

where support is withdrawn from a government, 

or when there is a successful no confidence vote. 

Although constitutional intervention by a head of 

state is much less essential in non-presidential 

systems, its sporadic influence on the termination 

of governments in some parliamentary systems 

warrants its inclusion on the grounds of 

comprehensiveness. 

45Budge & Kernan, 1990, pp.162-165; Woldendorp et al., 1993, pp.7-8. This thesis has adapted 
some of the terminology used in order to avoid confusion. Firstly, "scheduled" is used here 
instead of "fixed" (Budge & Kernan, 1990, p.163) to describe constitutionally prescribed 
elections, as the latter implies that this only includes fixed term elections. Secondly, although 
"unscheduled" elections have been labelled as "anticipated" by Budge & Kernan (1990, p.163), 
this choice of terminology seems a little strange, as those elections which fall outside the 
category of those constitutionally prescribed are more likely to be "unanticipated"! 

46Death in office is included as perhaps the ultimate resignation for health reasons. 



Chapter Two 80 

These different modes of termination help to explain the mediating effects of the 

attributes, and where they come into play given an event. So far we have seen that 

the attributes of party fractionalisation, polarisation, and government type are related 

to the stability of governments through their variance with different levels of cabinet 

duration. An examination of the termination of governments may explain why this is 

the case, if different types of attributes are shown to be more susceptible to 

termination in certain ways. 

From the outset it can be assumed that some types of termination are less 

destabilising than others. Scheduled elections naturally imply that the incumbent 

government has survived the constitutionally prescribed term, while the fact that 

these elections are an expected occurrence depreciates the instability of any 

government change which results. While the resignation of the prime minister may 

be destabilising, at the least it may not change anything beyond the person who leads 

the government. Although fundamental, Figure 2.2 illustrates that these terminations 

have less to do with the attributes of the party system than the 'political' terminations 

outlined in Table 2.1, as they are equally likely to occur across all types of 

government and party system. In other words, if there is some link between the party 

system, type of government and stability, it will be found in the variance of 

terminations due to governmental and parliamentary dissension for different party 

systems and government types. If some difference is found within these categories, 

then it can be assumed that these systemic elements may help to explain the causes 

of instability. 

Budge and Keman attempted to establish the validity of a previously 

unexamined relationship between the type of government and the reasons for its 

termination. They found that single party majority governments overwhelmingly (in 

two-thirds of cases) terminate with elections, and in half the cases these were 

scheduled elections, which testifies to their greater capacity for survival. About one

third of majority coalitions also terminated with elections.47 The contrast between 

single-party administrations and coalitions also holds within the category of minority 

governments, as single party minority governments ended with elections twice as 

frequently as minority coalitions(44% and 22% respectively). 

47Caretaker governments terminate with elections in 56% of the cases, which is not surprising as 
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The difference between single-party governments and coalitions extends 

further, in that the former more frequently "anticipate" elections,48 both in minority 

and majority cases. The act of anticipating an election could be attributable to either 

weakness or strength. Failed governments might see it as the only way out of an 

impossible situation. On the other hand, a successful government could well be 

capitalising on a favourable turn of events or on general popularity to reap electoral 

gains, and might better pursue long-term policy objectives by consolidating its 

political position. This suggests that termination, and therefore duration, may be a 

more complex phenomenon than when it is seen simply as triggered by failure. When 

both successful and unsuccessful governments may hasten their own end, two 

streams of quite distinctive events may lead to dissolution, and the governments 

which last longest may be mediocre ones.49 It is interesting to note that whatever the 

reason, snap elections are more often used under single party governments, implying 

that it might be difficult for a coalition government to agree on an early dissolution, 

as this might favour one partner more than the other. 

The only point on which single-party minority governments do resemble 

their coalitional counterparts is termination by parliament, which is quite natural 

given their minority status. Roughly equal proportions of surplus majority coalition 

and minimal winning coalitions end through inter-party dissension. The failure of a 

contrast to emerge is surprising because coalition theories have it that coalitions are 

stripped to the minimal number of members precisely to reduce risks of internal 

disagreement. Nevertheless, it does seem that governments which are not formed of 

a single party majority are more likely to terminate through parliamentary or 

governmental dissension, which usually means that these governments end 

prematurely. 

In keeping with the rest of their theory, Budge and Kernan regard the reasons 

for these political terminations as generally being linked to policy. 50 For if politicians 

merely wanted office, then governments should be markedly stable once an initial 

division of ministries was agreed upon, as the coalition theories hypothesise. In order 

often they are formed to preside over an election period or during an interregnum. 

48Th at is, the government calls an unscheduled early election. 

49Budge & Kernan, 1990, p.59. 
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to gauge the influence of the policy criteria upon stability, Budge and Keman 

measured the "performance" of governments against their duration. Performance is 

measured by the extent to which the government's stated policies are implemented, 

so that if performance is good then there are fewer grounds for dissent, either 

internally at the level of government or from party supporters. As a result there is 

less strain on coalition partners or on the factions within a single party government. 

Naturally, they found that a general tendency does emerge for governments 

undertaking appropriate action to be seemingly less prone to fatal internal dissent 

and to last 10nger.51 

Although this indicates that in general multiparty governments do not 

perform any worse than single party majority governments, it does not explain why 

policy differences should be more likely to cause termination in one type of situation 

than in the other. Despite the fact that policy differences are inherently more likely 

between parties than within them, even inside a single-party government factions 

emerge which are distinguished primarily on policies. Nevertheless, the results of 

Budge and Keman seem to uphold the hypothesis on the greater probability of 

coalitions and minority governments terminating on an unpremeditated basis, 

compared to single party majority governments. In addition, Budge and Keman 

found that where governments end with scheduled elections their longevity is greater 

on average than when they end for other causes. Thus it seems that the question of 

how long governments last is essentially bound up with the question of how they 

end. 

Clearly, if the factors which are known to cause termination are absent, the 

government will go on. These factors seem to be related to the difference between 

single party majority governments and coalition and minority governments resulting 

from multiparty systems, and the clearest difference between them is the number of 

parties which are required to co-operate in some way to govern. Assuming that 

de stabilising events present themselves in the environment at a similar rate across all 

types of government, then it must be the single party nature of government which 

makes it easier to resist such challenges. In this case the government is only 

50Ibid., p.61. 

51Ibid., p.l78. 
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susceptible to intra-party conflict rather than the additional danger of inter-party 

division.52 However, in the case of a single party minority government the potential 

for inter-party conflict remains as the support of other party(ies) is still required, 

whereas the possession of a majoriry of MPs by a single party makes co-operation 

with other parties superfluous. At the same time, the desire to maintain this majority 

may act to reduce intra-party conflict. All in all, the single party majority government 

seems to epitomise the "minimal-winning-connected' theory much better than 

coalitions, because it contains both conditions. 53 There is but one party in 

government (minimal), united by some level of policy convergence (connected) and 

the desire to govern alone (winning). 

While this hypothesises a role for the attribute of government type in determining 

stability through the mode of termination, how do the features of the party system 

contribute to terminations? With the help of Woldendorp, Budge and Keman 

updated their study three years later, and confirmed that the general comparative 

pattern is that next to electoral reasons, internal dissent and the lack of parliamentary 

support (political terminations) are the characteristic reasons for the end of a 

government. Moreover, they found that these modes of termination were linked to 

the type of party system. Where opinion is bipolar and the number of parties is low, 

governments generally terminate as a result of elections. On the other hand, internal 

disagreement and parliamentary showdowns are more often than not a consequence 

of differing issues that are represented by more parties. 54 

In terms of government formation, Woldendorp et al. found that single party 

governments are more or less determined by elections, whereas multiparty 

governments rely more on internal cohesion and parliamentary cooperation for their 

beginnings.55 In other words, types of governments end much as they begin. But this 

52In some cases intra-party conflict alone is sufficient to bring about instability, as it did in the 
second term of the Fourth Labour Government (see Chapter Five). However, the two 
premature terminations which resulted from this single party majority government were 
voluntary resignations. 

53In fact, the formation of this theory probably reflected the traditional bias in favour of single 
party majority governments outlined in Part I Chapter One. 

54Woldendorp, et al., p.117. 

55Ibid., p.118. 



Chapter Two 84 

may not reveal much about stability, where different party systems obviously have 

different established methods for governmental change. The loss of an election by a 

single party majority government in a two party system may be a manifestation of 

internal disagreement which that party has recently undergone. Or multiparty 

governments may form well after the results of an election are known, and then 

position themselves for a temporary split before the next election so that the parties 

can maximise their votes as distinct entities. Clearly, variables such as duration and 

the mode of termination must take the norms of governmental change for each 

system into account, if they are to accurately project the level of stability in a country. 

Stable and successful representative government, especially in parliamentary 

systems, obviously require clear party majorities or persistent, working coalitions. 

Single party majorities logically emerge only rarely from very fragmented party 

systems. Working coalitions are also more likely where there exist a few large parties 

rather than many small ones, and where people of different political persuasions hold 

their opinions moderately enough to work effectively with one another.56 However, 

it appears that where multiparty systems necessitate that more than one party must 

share governmeQt (or where the government must rely on other party/parties for 

parliamentary support), the potential for governments ending sooner through 

dissension is heightened. 

PART IV: A REASSESSMENT - ELECTORAL 
SYSTEMS AND GOVERNMENTAL STABILITY 

If we return to the end of Part I we are reminded that by the 1950s the essence of 

the 'classic' theory was that PR electoral systems led to instability by encouraging 

multiparty legislatures and governments, while plurality electoral systems upheld 

stability through the maintenance of the two party system. Since then, the literature 

on this topic has diverged in two directions. Part II examined the theory surrounding 

the effects of the electoral system upon the more proximate variable of the party 

system. It concluded that the effects of the electoral system on the number of parties 

56In extreme mUltiparty systems, majorities may be able to be cobbled together, as they are in 
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depended on the nature of the party system itself, with its malleability subject in turn 

to the strength of necessary and sufficient sociological conditions. 

Part III examined in this chapter investigated what link, if any, existed 

between the party system and stability, and found that the variable of government 

type acted as an intermediary between the two. By integrating a progression of 

theories, it was found that the party system and government type attributes often 

acted to influence the course of a government's life in the face of critical events, by 

providing the framework within which actors decided whether to resist or persist 

with a role in government. It was assumed that where governments terminated 

before the onset of the next constitutionally prescribed election, then some instability 

is likely to have been experienced. 

The challenge of the final part of this theoretical framework is to evaluate 

whether the findings of Parts II and III allow for a broad 'macro' role for the 

electoral system in its influence on stability, as held by the classic theory, or whether 

the compartmentalisation of the theory leads us to believe that the electoral system 

plays a more indirect part in the stability of a government. To this end, Part IV 

examines the viability of an overarching role for PR and plurality electoral systems, 

before ending with a caveat on the nature of stability under both. 

Proportional Representation and Stability 

The classic theories which linked PR to unstable democracies tended to assert guilt 

by association rather than by explanation. For example, as we know from the work 

of Hermens, Finer and company, PR has been held to have contributed to the rise of 

Hitler, and yet a similar electoral system to that operating in Weimar Germany 

worked successfully in Czechoslovakia throughout the inter-war period. The central 

difference between Imperial and Weimar Germany was not the change from the 

second ballot system to proportional representation, but the constitutional 

transformation from Wilhelmine oligarchy to responsible government. Parties in 

Germany were required to change into bodies which participated in government, 

rather than remain as ideological barrows only. 57 All of this under the pressure of a 

Israel, but the problem may lie in keeping them together. 

57Bogdanor, 1983a, pp.252-253. 
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heavy defeat in war and the reparations that followed, the Depression, and the 

existence of anti-system parties on the left and right wings. PR's 'fault' was that it 

reflected the growth of such movements, but it cannot be said to have caused them 

given the underlying social and political upheaval described. Rather, the electoral 

system served only as a contributing factor, by facilitating a process of polarisation 

which made effective government difficult. 

For the other often-cited example of postwar Italy, it would also be a mistake 

to attribute too much blame to the electoral system for that country's instability. In a 

deeply divided polity, PR provided an element of flexibility which the plurality 

system, by polarising politics into a battle between Christian Democrats and 

Communists, could have destroyed. Although a less proportional electoral system 

may reduce the number of parties needed to make up a coalition, most political 

scientists would agree (for different reasons) that the instability of Italy results from 

divisions within the parties as well as between the parties, and from the lack of 

incentives for them to find areas of stable agreement. 58 

From the 1960s, the emergence of practical exceptions to the theory that PR 

causes instability tended to diminish its validity, once scholars began to show interest 

in a wider range of systems than the usual examples of USA, UK, France, Germany 

and Italy. The multiparty systems of Sweden and other Scandinavian countries with a 

single dominant party59 were found to be capable of extreme stability. Although the 

dominant party of the left in these cases may not have a majority, it is almost 

impossible to form a government without them, because of the fractionalisation of 

the parties on the right. Because the strongest party is indispensable, governments 

remain stable as junior coalition partners are unable to bargain effectively with the 

dominant party; for it may be able to choose between several partners, whereas the 

junior partners have nowhere to go but out of power. 60 

58Purlong (1991, p.59) refers here to the divergent explanations of Sartori and Giorgio Galli for 
Italy's instability. Sartori argues that this results from that country's 'polarised pluralism', 
although he states that PR contributes indirectly to this situation. Galli prefers to focus upon 
the dominance of the Christian Democrats in government, and demonstrates that governmental 
crises are not predominantly caused by ideological disputes between parties, but by factional 
disputes within parties over the spoils of office. 

590therwise known as a "hegemonic dominant party system". 

60Mayer, 1980, p.338. 
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Such examples were not only significant for increasing confidence in PR 

systems, but also recognised that minority governments could be stable as the 

product of a multiparty parliament. Kaare Strom found that minority governments 

are not as infrequent as was previously thought, making up 35.3% of all governments 

for 15 democracies from 1945-1982.61 Thus minority governments could be seen less 

as aberrations, or products of unstable democratic systems whose parties were highly 

fractionalised and polarised, and more as the product of "rational actions by the 

parties involved."62 Strom proposed that where power and political influence were 

accessible by non-government parties, then minority governments may form when 

the benefits of majority government participation are low and costs great. These 

costs include the impact of participation in government on future electoral 

performance and coalitional bargaining power following the next election.63. 

The other major practical exceptions to the classic theory were found in the 

Low countries, where proportional systems coincided with stable coalition 

government until the 1960s. After this time, social changes in Holland and the 

impact of the linguistic question in Belgium led to the growth of new parties and 

divisions within existing parties. This made coalitions more difficult to form, but the 

upsurge of radical new parties did not occur because the preceding period had been 

turbulent. Instead, the electorate were in a revolt against the stability which PR 

reinforced, that had become so pronounced that it appeared as stagnation. The same 

faces, parties, and policies had succeeded each other for too long.64 If PR can be 

blamed for this instability, then one must also praise it for that overlong period of 

stability which it had produced beforehand. 

In reality, PR systems simply reflect not only the strength of the parties, but also the 

prevailing political and social demeanour, whether it is stabilising or destabilising. By 

bringing out the contextual factors in play, this argument highlights the fallacy of 

61Kaare Strom (1984) Minority Governments in Parliamentary Democracies, Comparative 
Political Studies, voLl7 no.2, July, p.20 1. 

62Kaare Strom (1990) Minority Government and Maiority Rule, Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge, p.16. 

63Ibid., p.49. 

64Samuel E. Finer (1975) Introduction, in S.E. Finer (ed.) Adversary Politics and Electoral 
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stating absolutely that the kind of electoral system used determines the level of 

governmental stability. In divided societies such as these, the first priority is to ensure 

that everyone is happy with the political system itself and their place in it, and PR 

clearly plays an important role in legitimising the system by representing the different 

sectors proportionally through multiple political parties. As we have seen already, this 

has often been the reason why PR was adopted in the first place. This systemic 

stability must come logically prior to the stability of individual governments.65 

Thus PR tends to give representation to as many parties as is societally 

prescribed. This means that multiparty parliaments may result, and in this case it is 

more likely that government type will be either of the coalition or minority type. In 

turn these government types are assumed to be less durable than single party majority 

governments, because they are more susceptible to termination by internal or 

external dissension. In an attempt to clarify this indirect set of propositions, 

Woldendorp et al. tested the direct relationship between the PR and plurality 

electoral systems and the durability of governments. They found that although 

institutional arrangements like electoral systems apparendy do not direcdy influence 

the life and duration of a government in a parliamentary democracy, they may have a 

constraining influence on the "room for manoeuvre" of political actors.66 

Thus it appears that the effect of PR on governmental stability remains an 

indirect one, although this does not necessarily limit its potency. Rather, the greater 

number of steps in the theoretical equation from PR to stability allows for the entry 

of mitigating factors at each stage. For example, a multiparty system may not be 

elected by PR if the number of electoral parties is low, or if the PR formula is 

impure. Alternatively, a multiparty parliament elected under PR may produce a single 

party majority government where one party dominates over the others. 

However, it must be remembered from the discussion in the previous chapter 

that PR systems have usually been installed so that multiple parties may gain fair 

Reform, Anthony Wigram, London, p.22. 

65Taylor and Herman, Sartori, and Powell identify the existence of extremist or anti-system parties 
as threats to stability, and correctly predict that these parties are more likely to gain 
representation under a PR system. However, theoretically the exclusion of these parties from 
legitimate forums of political expression under a less proportional system such as plurality 
might threaten the stability of the entire system itself. 

66Woldendorp et aL, 1993, pp. 109-1 10. 
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representation. In this situation the number of parties elected and their relative size 

will usually require governments to be formed on either a coalition or minority basis. 

If more than one party is required to form and maintain a government, then the 

likelihood that it will fall is increased because it does not seem to contain the same 

"glue" as a single party majority government. 67 Therefore although the clearest 

conclusion regarding PR is that it is "feeble" in its reductive effect on the number of 

parties, this effect may in turn engender instability by increasing the likelihood that 

government will be shared between parties. Why governments not formed of a single 

party majority appear to be less stable is a problem that will be investigated further 

throughout the course of this thesis, in addition to the role of the electoral system in 

determining politicians' 'room for manoeuvre' in these situations. 

Majoritarianism and stability 

The traditional literature on political systems is staunchly majoritarian and 

emphatically favours plurality for its purported ability to produce two party systems, 

which in turn favours the formation of single party majority governments. Duverger 

himself wrote that "in order to form stable and strong governments, capable of 

making decisions throughout the legislature's term, plurality is the best method."68 

Thus the link between plurality and stability was clearly asserted, and in two party 

systems, plurality is retained for the very reason that it favours a 'stable' single party 

majority. 

As we have seen in Part II, the prior effect of plurality is to constrain the 

number of parties to two at the constituency level, and to reduce the number of 

parties to two at the national level if the party system is structured so. A change of 

electoral system would require the cooperation of at least one of the two entrenched 

parties, but in the absence of the growth of a new issue dimension and the 

67It could be hypothesised that any proportional system will increase the pressure to make a 
coalition work, since there is not the temptation that exists under a plurality system to resort to 
a new election in the hope of a radically different result. The small shift of public opinion 
likely over a short time can produce only a small amplitude of change in the parliament under 
PR, rather than the upheaval possible under a single-member system (Enid Lakeman { 1984} 
The Case/or Proportional Representation, in A Lijphart & B. Grofman (eds.) Choosing an 
Electoral System, Praeger, New York, p.47). 

68Duverger, 1984, p.36. 
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concomitant surge in support for new parties, they will best maintain their position 

by retaining plurality. Thus the majoritarian proposals outlined at the end of Part I 

work somewhat in reverse once a political system is established: using stability as 

their rationale, the two major parties consolidate their position by retaining the 

plurality electoral system. 

Moreover, the plurality system contributes to the ready alternation of single 

party governments at elections by rewarding seats to the leading party out of all 

proportion to the winning margin of votes it received. Rae determined that all 

electoral systems were disproportional in that they all tended to discriminate against 

small parties, awarding them less seats than their votes might entitle them to, but that 

plurality systems tended to be more disproportional in this regard than PR systems. 

In addition, Rae found that this disproportionality inherent in electoral systems 

meant that a bonus of seats was consequently given to the party with the most 

votes.69 Once again, it was the plurality system, rather than PR, which tended to 

reward the strongest parties out of all proportion to the size of their winning vote 

margin, by making it possible that the same reward could be given to parties with 1 % 

margins as those. with 50% margins. The first important corollary of this was that 

even the smallest swing of votes against the governing party was enough to lever it 

out of power and replace it with the party with the most votes (if only by a small 

margin). The second consequence of this finding was the recognition that under 

single member district plurality systems, the majority of parliamentary seats required 

to govern alone may be won by a party with mere pluralities of the vote in each 

district. In other words, strong parties, with support evenly spread over many 

constituencies, may win a preponderant manufactured majority of the seats with fewer 

than half the total votes.1° 

Further, Rae found that "earned majorities" of seats, awarded to the party 

with an absolute majority of votes, were quite uncommon. All sixteen of the earned 

majorities Rae studied from 1945-1965 occurred in plurality or majority systems, as 

69Rae, 1967, pp.73-74. Parties which finish second or worse are necessarily penalised by the 
bonus of the leading party. 

7oRae, 1967, p.27. 
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these electoral systems are associated with low-number party systems.71 But 

"manufactured" majorities were found to be much more common, such that twelve 

nations have relied upon these majorities from 1945-1965, and some of them 

(including Britain and New Zealand) rather consistently.72 Thus the single member 

district system often turned pluralities of votes into absolute majorities of seats,73 

and could even upturn an electoral (vote) majority or plurality into a parliamentary 

minority,74 

This meant that most legislative majorities in plurality systems were often not 

earned on the basis of a majority of votes but were manufactured by the electoral 

system. Because the single party majority government is critical to the majoritarian 

conception of stable government, it can be correctly assumed that the single

member-district plurality electoral system often creates this 'stability', not only by 

reducing the number of parliamentary parties to two, but by manufacturing a 

parliamentary majority for one of these parties. 

Thus in his 1994 book, Lijphart concluded that it would be quite wrong to 

belittle the importance of the influence of the electoral system. He found that the 

party system feature that the electoral system explains best are the frequency of 

earned and manufactured parliamentary majorities. The average 93.2% incidence of 

parliamentary majorities in plurality systems means that these majorities are virtually 

guaranteed by plurality.75 Plurality also stands out as the system in which strategic 

behaviour (Duverger's 'psychological' effects) operates to drastically decrease the 

number of effective electoral parties to an average of slightly greater than three 

710f these earned majorities, the United States had eight, Australia had four, New Zealand three, 
and Canada one. 

72Rae, 1967, pp.75-77. 

73Lijphart (1984, p.167) calculated that the capacity for a manufactured majority was stronger in 
plurality and majority systems(45%) than under PR(7%). 

74Sartori, 1976, p.186. The latter has occurred under FPP in New Zealand in 1978 and 1981, when 
Labour won a higher percentage of the total vote than National, but the latter ended up with a 
majority of seats in the House on both occasions. Given the tendencies of most electoral 
systems to favour the larger parties, artificial minorities (that is, vote majorities that are 
reduced to seat minorities) are not very likely. Rae suggests "no such electoral system exists", 
because "it would be intolerable if an electoral law robbed leading parties of their 
majorities"(1967, p.75). Rae did not state what the consequences would be if an electoral law 
robbed a leading party of its plurality of the vote, like the situation in New Zealand in 1978 
and 1981. 

75The results of Woldendorp et al.(1993, pp.I13-114) also support this finding. 
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parties. The number of parties elected to parliament is further decreased to just 

above two by the 'mechanical effect' of the plurality formula, which makes it more 

likely that one party will earn a majority of seats. However, the mechanical effect of 

the electoral system ensures that even without a majority of votes, a leading party will 

still win a parliamentary majority, since more than two thirds of these are 

manufactured under plurality.76 

Dieter Nohlen points out that since these advantages and disadvantages 

inherent in plurality will not always favour the same political parties, due to their 

ready alternation in power in a two party system, established parties will be even less 

interested in electoral reforms. Even those parties that used to be discriminated 

against by the electoral system will readily accept the situational change if they 

replace one of the two major parties, and utilise these advantages without putting 

into practice the reform plans they may have once propagated when they were a 

fledgling party.77 

However, the plurality system can only produce stable and strong majorities 

if the parties practice voting discipline in parliament, which is not the automatic 

result of the electoral system. One would expect that the most internally united 

parties would exist in a PR system, simply because parties are able to survive as 

'niche' -oriented representatives of the different sections of opinion in a society. In a 

two party system, the parties are often broad coalitions of opinion, even where only a 

single issue dimension exists. Nonetheless, single party governments in two party 

systems often display a high degree of cohesion, which should theoretically enhance 

the stability of the government. Whether the manufacture of this government type 

necessarily equals stability is one of the subjects of the next section. 

Stability under scrutiny 

The challenge to the notion that single party majority governments resulting from 

FPP elections are stable, came from the supporters of a change to a PR electoral 

system in Britain from the mid-1970s. Although these commentators had a particular 

76Lijphart, 1994, p.143. 

77Dieter Nohlen (1984) Changes and Choices in Electoral Systems, in A Lijphart & B. Grofman 
(eds.) Choosing an Electoral System, Praeger, New York, pp.223-224. 
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axe to grind against the two party system, they picked up on a point made earlier by 

PR campaigners such as Humphreys,78 and argued that it encouraged sharp policy 

reversals from the regularly alternating single party governments. 

Samuel Finer proposed that government in a two party system is unduly 

influenced by the extremists in its ranks, as each party has to reach some 

compromise between its right and left wings in order to preserve unity in the face of 

opposition. But he pointed out that this "centre" position reached by either of these 

parties may be far removed from the central attitude of Parliament as a whole and to 

an even more considerable degree, the electorate. Figure 2.3 below demonstrates this 

theory: 

Figure 2.3: Distribution of Attitudes in a Two Party System 

Since Party A alternates in power with B, the left of centre policies of the first 

alternate with the right of centre policies of the second so that, according to the 

distance between these two poles, the discontinuity in national policies over time is 

exaggerated.79 In other words, a government that comes to power with a majority of 

seats may be extremely stable for the duration of one parliament, but if it is defeated 

in the next election, the country may be rendered very unstable if the incumbent 

78Humphreys, 1911, p.43. See Chapter One of this thesis, p.30. 

79S.E. Finer, 1975, pp.12-14. 
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government's policies are removed with it.8o Although change in government is more 

regular and predictable in a two party system, when the effects of governmental 

actions are taken into consideration over a longer period of time, this discontinuity 

can create instability in the more abstract sense of the word, in the minds of the 

public at the coal-face of ever-changing policies. 

In addition it appears that while the plurality electoral system may contribute 

to preserving short term government stability between elections, by bringing about a 

change in government with only a small swing in the vote it may also lead to the 

regular alternation of parties in power. Although each government may be stable 

within its term of office, it is the very expectation that the government could easily 

change which may cause instability. What then becomes crucial is whether the two 

parties basically agree on the direction of policy and government in the longer term, 

as this will determine whether future politics will be disjointed or stable. In most 

cases two party politics will be moderate and centripetal, tending towards the large 

pool of voters in the middle of the political spectrum. However, at times when 

opinion is more polarised, the government is liable to experience lurches in either 

direction over a series of terms under plurality elections. 

With coalition governments, whose policies are necessarily a compromise, a 

wholesale reversal of policy with a change of government is less likely. In all of the 

Scandinavian countries it is taken for granted that if policies which have originated in 

different parties are found to be successful, they are continued by the others in an 

incremental fashion. 81 However, if by stability we mean "united over the lifetime of a 

parliament", then this statement is more likely to be true for single party majority 

governments. From Part III of this chapter it seems that there is a greater probability 

of a two or three party coalition breaking-up in the course of a parliamentary term 

than a unified single party government. But if by stability we mean "steering the same 

80This effect may be overstated however. Both the potential disruptiveness of policy changes, and 
the difficulties associated with new and inexperienced governments, are offset to some degree 
by the continuity and stability provided by an independent public service and the non-partisan 
nature of some of the work of parliament. Furthermore, when political parties gain power they 
do not attempt to undo all that has been previously implemented. Not only would that be 
virtually impossible, but it would also be electoral suicide. 

81Lakeman, 1984, p.48. 
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course over periods that are longer than the lifetime of single parliaments", then 

multiparty governments may outperform single party governments in this respect.82 

This is mainly due to the fact that a change of government in a multiparty 

system, according to our definition, does not necessarily mean a wholesale change of 

that government. Technically, if one party breaks away from a coalition this 

constitutes a change of government, even if the government is reformed with the 

same parties, or another party joins with the remaining party. For example, while Roy 

Macridis83 wrote of "a traditional pattern of instability" (characterised by a high rate 

of cabinet turnover, with the constant dislocation and regrouping of the same 

majority) to describe the governments of Fourth Republic France, Andre Siegfried84 

describes the same period as a case of "stable instability". He points out that in this 

era French politics did not lack continuity; the day-to-day administration continued 

without interruption, a high percentage of members of each defunct cabinet 

continued into office in the new one, and the average life of key ministers was almost 

twice as long as that of the prime minister. The Fourth Republic, he concludes, 

displayed "the paradox of stable policy with unstable cabinets".85 In other words, a 

low cabinet duration (according to the definition) does not necessarily result in 

instability where there is continuity of policy and of the individuals in power, despite 

nominal changes in the make-up of government. 

This does not mean to say that governmental change, or the perception of it, 

does not contribute to the overall picture of stability. The author hypothesises that a 

change of government through a loss of confidence or withdrawal of a party from 

government will be perceived by many in New Zealand as being more destabilising 

than a change of government by election, even if the government's duration in each 

scenario was similar. Thus stability may have more to do with the expectations of 

how governments should form and change, which may be different for each society. 

82S.E. Finer, 1975, p.27. 

83Roy C. Macridis (1952)Cabinet Instability in the Fourth Republic, Journal of Politics, vol. 14, 
pp.643-658. 

84 Andre Siegfried (1956) Stable Instability in France, Foreign Affairs, vol.34 no.3, April. 

85Ibid., p.399. The German Free Democrats are a small centre party which has been able to 
position itself so that it has been almost continually in government since 1949. Similarly, the 
multiplicity of parties in Scandinavia has not inhibited stable and effective government, with 
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From a majoritarian perspective, it is not the number of parties which is seen 

as the major threat posed by the introduction of PR so much as the absence of a 

parliamentary majority for anyone of them. 86 When a British general election has 

given no single party a working majority in parliament, the resulting government has 

generally been unsatisfactory and short-lived. But this is mainly because the party in 

power has tried to continue with methods that work only if the government has an 

assured majority. The essential condition for success in a multiparty situation is for 

the leading party to admit that it has not got a mandate for everything it wants to do, 

but has the right and power to carry out those parts of its program which have the 

support of other parties.87 

This leads to the conclusion that the political culture which grows around the 

party system and the predominant type of government plays an important part in 

defining and then ensuring stability under that system. In the British example of the 

two party system, parties aim to present themselves as governments or alternative 

governments by emphasising their unity and reinforcing the differences between the 

two parties. This allows voters to 'elect' governments, and encourages accountability 

and stability in a government for the duration of that term. In a multiparty system, 

parties must recognise their commonalities when together in government, while they 

compromise on their differences. This assures people that over a long period of time, 

the general direction of government will remain stable, even if parties and 

personalities come and go. 

Thus the democratic norms for each country should be the yardstick upon 

which assessments of stability should be based. To this end, the use of government 

duration as a measure of stability may be obscured by the use of constitutional 

measures to safeguard a government's tenure. The duration variable can be coloured 

by the fact that Norway, Switzerland, and the United States have fixed-term 

the crucial factor being the advance of SD/Labour parties to a dominant position in 
government. 

86Lakeman, 1984, p.46. 

87Ibid., p.47. Therefore, it has also been argued that the absence of single party majorities will 
prevent abuse of political power by anyone faction and will encourage involvement of more 
groups in the legislative political process, thus inhibiting political disorder. Naturally, this is 
much more critical in societies where the representation of minority groups must be taken 
account of. 
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elections,88 and in Luxembourg, New Zealand and Sweden elections are almost 

invariably held on a consistent schedule as a matter of convention. As another 

example, Lijphart points out that constitutional factors may have also played a role in 

Germany's post-war stability, through the "Constructive Vote of No Confidence" 

rule. Here the "Bundestag can express its lack of confidence in the Federal 

Chancellor only by electing a successor with a majority of its members ... " (Basic Law, 

Article 67 I).89 In other words, anyone wishing to bring down a government must 

guarantee to provide an immediate alternative government from among the parties 

represented in the chamber. This rule is clearly intended to actively discourage 

instability, and consequendy, any study which uses duration as a proxy for stability 

must take into account any constitutional or institutional measures which might serve 

a similar end. For the case of New Zealand, this issue is the subject of examination in 

Chapter Eight of this thesis. 

Another problem with the use of duration as a measure of stability involves 

the interpretation of results. Like Blondel, Richard Rose found that in a Western 

parliamentary system it is unusual for any Parliament to run its full term, and that 

Germany was the only government in the ED that had gone the full term in seven 

out of eight postwar ballots.90 Surely this did not mean that all of the other countries 

were unstable as a consequence, but what might have been more revealing was a 

more in-depth examination of the way in which these governments operated and 

how they came to their demise. 

In any case, a government of long duration may mean "overstability" and 

stagnation if one party remains constandy in power and does not undergo periodic 

rejuvenation.91 While this occurs under plurality electoral systems where the 

opposition remains weak, under PR it is more likely that a well-positioned party can 

persist in power for an extended period, working around the mood swings of the 

880f course, it is still possible in these cases that governments could change without the need for 
an election. 

89Lijphart, 1984, pp.74-76. 

90Richard Rose (1983) Elections and Electoral Systems, in V. Bogdanor & D. Butler (eds.) 
Democracy and Elections, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, p.27. 

91Long-lived cabinets do not necessarily indicate great stability, as the rule of the Unionists in 
Northern Ireland from 1921-1972 shows, when they became progressively less able to cope 
with the country's problems until it ended in civil war. 
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electorate. Taagepera and Shugart agreed that excessively long-lived cabinets may 

ultimately be de-stabilising by angering the opposition and allowing staleness in 

government.92 According to Iijphart, if durability is an indicator of anything, it does 

show the dominance of the cabinet over the legislature, whether good or bad.93 The 

conflation of cabinet dominance with government stability may be partly explained 

by the preference of many commentators for powerful and dominant executives, 

which are only thought to emerge from a plurality electoral system producing single 

party majority governments. 

It could be argued that because stability is essentially a societal phenomenon, 

the particular environments in which electoral systems are used, more than the 

procedural variations they embody, may decide their consequences for stability, if 

there are any at all. It may well be that every electoral system has certain theoretical 

effects inherent in it, certain "logical" consequences like those discussed so far, but 

that these inherent tendencies of electoral processes can manifest themselves only 

under certain environmental conditions. 

In other words, electoral systems may only have an effect upon party systems 

and stability if nothing in a society prevents them from being the primary influences 

on these aspects of politics and government. The performance of governments is 

affected by all sorts of other forces, and from this it is a short step to granting that. 

these other forces might not merely reduce the significance of electoral systems in 

certain cases, but sometiines even nullify or reverse their "logical" tendencies. It 

seems certain that whatever the logical effects of electoral systems might be, they 

cannot manifest themselves in actuality unless politicians implement these systems 

and then adjust their actions to them. 

92Taagepera and Shugart, 1989, p.99. 

93Lijphart, 1984, pp.111-113. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

In line with the development of the theory, there seem to be two paths to follow 

when examining the effects of electoral systems on stability. What the author has 

labelled the 'classic' theory, which maps a more or less straight line between these 

two variables, has been slowly discarded in favour of a disaggregation between the 

effects of the electoral system on the party system on one hand, and the effects of 

the party system upon stability on the other. While the classic theory, as explained in 

Part I, lends great importance to this link, the division in the literature between the 

sub-fields of electoral systems research and the study of stability almost tries to hide 

what is believed to be an anachronistic view of the omnipotence of electoral laws. 

The more recent indirect approach is covered in Parts II and III of this 

theoretical overview. The conclusion to Part II at the end of Chapter One 

hypothesised that where New Zealand elections had been governed by plurality in 

single member districts, dualism of electoral choice would extend beyond the 

electorate level if a two party system is structured by non-institutional factors. 

However, plurality would also act to maintain this two party hegemony by 

discouraging minor parties through the mechanical and psychological effects of the 

electoral system. 

With a shift to a system of PR, the number of parties represented in 

parliament may increase if those which are societally-prescribed are greater than the 

number formerly represented, due to the release of the constraining-reductive effects 

of plurality. The degree to which competition is deregulated through the introduction 

of the new electoral system, is also determined by the relative disproportionality 

which MMP affords. The mechanical components which provide this 'effective 

threshold', as well as the psychological effects inherent in the new electoral system 

will be examined in more detail in Chapter Six. Suffice to say that where plurality 

operated in New Zealand it should have constrained multipartism, while a more 

proportional electoral system is likely to reflect this diversity in the legislature if it is 

justifiable for non-institutional reasons. 

Part III of this chapter then looked at the relationship between party systems 

and stability. It is predicted that where a two party system exists, a government which 

holds a majority of seats under one party will emerge more readily than from a 
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parliament where more than two parties are represented. Thus it would appear that 

plurality is more likely to produce single party majority governments than a PR 

system, because of its ability to maintain a nationwide two party system in existence. 

Elections administered under some PR formula are more likely to yield either 

coalition or minority governments, because they allow for multiparty parliaments 

which make the attainment of a single party majority less likely. 

Why is this government type important for stability? Under the classic theory, 

the connection had already been made between electoral systems, party systems and 

government type, and it was intuitively felt that coalition and minority governments 

were prone to greater instability. Although coalition theories attempted to define 

conditions under which multiparty governments could be stable, these criteria 

reflected the bias of majoritarian theories as they approximated the single parry mqjonry 

by emphasising the minimal winning aspect. Although these theories assumed that 

given these favourable conditions governments could last indefinitely until the next 

election, this was not mirrored in reality. 

The use of regression analysis in the literature recognised the variability in 

government stability by operationalising that variable as cabinet duration. By 

comparing the variance in the duration of governments with their attributes, it was 

generally found that those governments which derived from multiparty parliaments 

were less stable than those formed under two party systems. The degree to which the 

party system was polarised also proved to be a significant indicator of stability, 

particularly where anti-system parties were present, and if combined with 

fractionalisation these party system variables provided the best correlations with 

cabinet duration. More recently government type has been shown to hold a weaker 

relationship with stability, but this has resulted from the further distinctions made 

within this category.94 

Does this mean that coalition or minority governments resulting from 

multiparty legislatures are inherently less stable than single party majority 

governments which derive from two party systems? An 'events' theory of stability 

which incorporates the manner in which governments terminate provides some 

explanatory power. It appears that all governments are affected by random events 

94For example, minimal winning connected coalitions are often separated in analysis from surplus 
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occurring in the environment which lead to governmental change, whether directly 

or through the response of actors (politicians) to this event. Where the attributes of 

the party system and government type do playa role is in mediating the decision

making of actors, where the critical event allows for this influence. Where a single 

party majority government emerges from a two party system, the role of these 

attributes seems to be to encourage the continuation of government in these 

situations, and so these governments are more likely to last until the next election. 

However, multiparty parliaments and the reliance upon more than one party in 

government work to increase the likelihood that a government will end prematurely, 

through the political termination modes of governmental or parliamentary 

dissension. 

But at what level is the electoral system involved in the question of stability? If the 

present division in the literature as depicted in Parts II and III is sustained, then the 

influence of the electoral system is more indirect than originally proposed by 

'classical' theorists. In working backwards we could assume that the 'attributes' which 

mediate critical events, such as party fragmentation, polarisation, and government 

type, may be attributable to electoral systems. For example, following the argument 

of Part II a PR system will reflect a multiparty system in its calculation of votes to 

seats, while plurality will tend to reduce the number of parties to two where the 

cleavage structure allows. As we have seen, the number of parties does have an 

impact upon stability, particularly through the types of government they encourage, 

by changing the decision-making environment of politicians. 

However, the reassessment of the classic theory presented in Part IV in this 

chapter gives some reason to believe that the electoral system may have a more direct 

role on governmental stability. \'V'hile PR will reflect the fragmentation and 

polarisation of the party system in parliament accurately, the form that the 

government takes after this calculation is beyond the action of the electoral system 

and in the hand of politicians. Conversely, plurality should not only make a single 

party majority government more likely by favouring a two party system, but will 

actually manufacture these majorities due to the disproportional number of seats 

coalitions. 
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awarded to the leading party in this system. Thus plurality will effectively elect a 

government, where the number of parties is small but internally united. This unity 

may be reinforced in turn by an electoral system which nearly guarantees a 

parliamentary majority for a leading party. 

However, there are several important caveats regarding the use of duration as 

a measure for stability. It would be false to argue that people who live under plurality 

electoral systems value stability, while those who use PR system do not. But given 

the different backgrounds of societies, stability can mean different things and can be 

attained in different ways. While governments under plurality are likely to last their 

parliamentary term, a change of government in a two party system usually means a 

complete removal from power of all members of the defeated government. There are 

occasions when such a transformation is clearly desired by the electorate and in such 

cases it is important that the popular will be reflected in the composition of the new 

government. But at other times, such sharp alternation of policy and government 

may be ultimately de stabilising. Because a complete change of government cari result 

from a small shift in voter opinion in plurality elections, major redirections of policy 

are possible without a significant shift in the attitudes of the electorate. Under PR 

and multipartism it is possible that one or more parties which comprise the defeated 

government will participate in the formation of its successor. On some occasions the 

ability of a newly elected administration to draw on the experience of some members 

with recent governmental experience may enhance the stability and effectiveness of 

government, while at other times the prolonged continuity of parties or people in 

power may lead to stagnation. 

Thus any examination of stability and the role of the electoral system in it 

must take into account the contextual factors which may mitigate a straight reading 

from the measure of government duration. Constitutional measures may serve to 

distort duration where they guarantee some minimum term, or place other conditions 

upon the formation or removal of governments. More generally, the expectations 

about how and when governments should change that are ensconced in a country's 

political culture form more abstract conceptions of stability. For a major omission of 

the theory so far is that it does not specify how certain types of governments, and the 

different electoral systems which either directly or indirectly produce them, shape the 

behaviour of MPs with regard to stability. Such incentives and disincentives, 
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perceptions and expectations, may vary across political systems, but a major theme of 

this thesis will be to examine how such conditions have shaped stability in New 

Zealand. 



CHAPTER THREE 

Stability in New Zealand's Pre-Party 
Era 1856-1891 

When a person leaves his [her] past political history behind [s]he loses ... 
dle historical sense; [s ]he only deals willi llie scientific sense of politics, 
and rushes to a mad extreme. 

Sir Robert Stout, New Zealand Premier 1884-1887 1 

The theoretical examination of the preceding two chapters ended by emphasising the 

importance of those contextual factors which lead to variation in perceptions of 

governmental stability across political systems. Expectations about the duration and 

termination of governments are not only important for measuring the 'real' level of 

stability in individual country cases, but they might also go some way towards 

explaining these results. Such norms are entrenched in the political culture of a 

country, which is in turn shaped by the unique history of the system. In focusing on 

the specific case of New Zealand, this thesis will attempt to bring out the kind of 

indigenous factors at play by examining the historical interaction between the 

electoral system, party system and stability in this country over the next three 

chapters. 

From the establishment of responsible government in 1856 until the first 

party government in 1891, New Zealand's parliament was comprised of independent 

MPs, who combined in shifting factions to form legislative and governing majorities. 

Although no party system existed during this time, elections were held according to 

plurality rules. The focus on the 'pre-party' era in this chapter is warranted by the 

opportunity that it presents to test whether governmental stability exists under the 

[New Zealand Parliamentary Debates (NZPD) (1878) vo1.29, pA80. 
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plurality electoral system in the absence of the hypothesised intermediary variable, 

the party system. 

In order to investigate this proposition, this chapter will work backwards and 

begin with an evaluation of governmental stability for this period. After analysing the 

duration and termination of governments for this era, the nature of the political 

organisation of the time will be examined to see whether it can explain these results, 

or whether the non-existence of a party system has little real effect on stability. 

Finally, this chapter will attempt to discover what influence the operation of the 

plurality electoral system had, if any, on the prospect for governmental stability 

throughout this period and the subsequent emergence of political parties. 

As foreshadowed above, this chapter will deal primarily with the relationship 

between the plurality electoral system and stability for the period in New Zealand's 

history when political parties had yet to become relevant, but cabinet responsibility 

operated. The Constitution Act of 1852 had divided the colony into six provinces, 

each governed by an elected Superintendent and Provincial Council. A national 

House of Representatives was established, to be elected for five years by a plurality 

electoral system initially in single member districts.2 At first the cabinet was to be 

responsible to the Governor, a provision which led straight away to conflicts and 

deadlocks. The first cabinet was a 'mixed ministry', composed half of officials and 

half of MPs, but they soon found it impossible to operate when the responsibility of 

ministers was not clearly defined, and consequently resigned in 1854. A period of 

extreme confusion followed until Parliament met in 1856, by which time the Colonial 

Office had instructed the Governor to introduce 'responsibility', and Henry Sewell 

was called on to form the first responsible ministry. 

As we know from the Introduction to this thesis, the generally accepted 

measure of governmental stability is cabinet duration. This study begins in 1856 

because this is when Cabinet first became responsible to the legislature, rather than 

to the Governor. This 'responsibility' means that a ministry is usually appointed from 

2An upper House was also established in 1852 and continued to sit until its abolition in 1951. 
Although the Legislative Council was technically nominated by the Governor in the name of 
the English monarch, the appointments to this chamber were increasingly directed by the 
government of the day. 
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among the members of the House, and holds office only so long as it retains the 

confidence of the House.3 Accordingly there is little sense in testing cabinet 

durability before this time when it was not directly accountable to a democratically

elected parliament. 

Government Duration 

Following the theory that cabinet duration is an adequate indicator of governmental 

stability, an examination of the life-span of ministries from 1856-91 should hopefully 

reveal the extent to which governments were stable during this period. Table 3.1 

depicts the duration in days of the twenty-five governments of this period. The 

changes in government are mostly demarcated by a change in prime minister,4 as 

Governments were defined by (and cabinets formed around) the premier, in the 

absence of formal political parties. 

As we can see from the table below, the duration of governments varied 

enormously, from six days to 1 866 days (a little over five years), while the average 

government lasted less than eighteen months. Some 80% of governments lasted less 

than three years, while almost half of the governments did not last one year. If we 

compare this to the most recent figures given by Woldendorp et al., where they 

found the average government across twenty democracies from 1945-1990 was 680.6 

days Gust under two years),5 it could be reasonably assumed that this was a period of 

some instability. 

3David McGee (1994) Parliamentary Practice in New Zealand, Second edition, Wellington, GP 
Publications, pp. 3-5. 

4Atkinson's second 'reconstructed' ministry of 1877 is an exception, because of the nature of the 
change of personnel in Cabinet. It was pointed out that the Atkinson government of 1876 
contained nine ministers, in an ambiguous contravention of the Civil List Amendment Act 
1873, which allowed for only seven European members of the Executive Council to be 
salaried, while others could be added without salary. In answer to the doubtful constitutional 
position of the ministry, Atkinson promptly resigned and reconstructed his ministry so that it 
complied with the Act (NZPD (1876}voI.22, pp.219-222). Other sources (Guy H. Scholefield 
{1950}New Zealand Parliamentary Record 1840-1949, Government Printer, Wellington, 
pp.30, 36; Leslie Lipson {1948} The Politics of Equality, University of Chicago, Chicago, 
p.74, and; James o. Wilson {1985} New Zealand Parliamentary Record 1840-1984, 
Government Printer, Wellington, pp.57, 66) all treat this second reconstructed ministry as a 
separate government, and so this thesis will follow that precedent. 

5Woldendorp et al., 1993, p.108. 
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Table 3.1: Duration of New Zealand Governments 18560 1891 6 

Prime Minister Government life span Dur 

Henry Sewell 7 May 1856 - 20 May 1856 13 

William Fox 20 May 1856 - 2 June 1856 13 

Edward Stafford 2 June 1856 - 12 July 1861 1866 

William Fox 12 July 1861- 6 August 1862 390 

Alfred Domett 6 August 1862 - 30 October 1863 450 

Frederick Whitaker 30 October - 24 November 1864 391 

Frederick Weld 24 November 1864 - 16 October 1865 326 

Edward Stafford 16 October 1865 - 28 June 1869 1351 

William Fox 28 June 1869 - 10 September 1872 1170 

Edward Stafford 10 September - 11 October 1872 31 

George Waterhouse 11 October 1872 - 3 March 1873 143 

William Fox 3 March 1873 - 8 April 1873 36 

Julius Vogel 8 April 1873 - 6 July 1875 819 

Daniel Pollen 6 July 1875 - 15 February 1876 224 

Julius Vogel 15 February 1876 - 1 September 1876 199 

Harry Atkinson 1 September 1876 - 13 September 1876 12 

Harry Atkinson 13 September 1876 - 13 October 1877 395 
(Ministry reconstructed) 
George Grey 13 October 1877 - 8 October 1879 725 

John Hall 8 October 1879 - 21 April 1882 926 

Frederick Whitaker 21April1882 - 25 September 1883 522 

Harry Atkinson 25 September 1883 - 16 August 1884 326 

Robert Stout 16 August 1884 - 28 August 1884 12 

Harry Atkinson 28 August 1884 - 3 September 1884 6 

Robert Stout 3 September 1884 - 8 October 1887 1130 

Harry Atkinson 8 October 1887 - 24 January 1891 1204 

Average 507.2 

Moreover, their study and others 7 calculate government duration using elections as a 

point of termination. In other words, if a government survives until an election, it is 

6Data from Scholefield(1950) and Wilson(1985). The number of days of each government was 
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deemed to have ended at this point even if the same government reassumes power 

after the poll. Where elections are held triennially, this implies that the maximum 

duration of a government is three years. By using this approach, it is also possible to 

calculate the "Rate of Survival" of a government, which is computed as the 

proportion of days a government lasts in relation to the maximum period between 

elections allowed by the constitution.8 

Up until 1876 elections were held for the House of Representatives in New 

Zealand every five years, and thereafter once every three years. If we re-examine the 

duration of governments in Table 3.1 up to 1876 with this electoral factor in mind, 

the results are even more indicative. From the data above it can be seen that until 

February 1876 (when the results of the election were able to be confirmed) there 

were nominally 14 governments. But if we factor in the elections of 1856, 1861, 

1866,1871 and 1876, we find that according to the definition ofWoldendorp et al.,9 

there were actually 17 governments during this period, with an average duration of 

424.9 days(14 months). The rate of survival of these governments was therefore 

23.3%. If we make the same calculation for the period from 1876-1891, when 

elections every three years became the norm, we find that instead of the nominal 11 

governments, technically there were 13 governments lasting an average of 419.8 days 

(almost 14 months). The rate of survival for this period of triennial elections was 

38.3%.10 As a comparison, Woldendorp et al. calculated that the average rate of 

survival for twenty democracies from 1945-1990 was 45.9%, while New Zealand 

governments in this later period survived for 79% of the duration constitutionally 

allowed (three years).l1 Note also that under this more specific definition of 

calculated using Calendars for Any Year 1780-2040 (Whitaker's 1997 Almanack, J Whitaker 
& Sons Ltd, London, pp.90-93) so that leap years could be taken into account, to ensure as 
accurate a picture as possible. 

7Ibid., p.7; Budge & Kernan, 1990, pp.l4-15; Klaus von Beyme (1985) Political Parties in 
Western Democracies, St. Martin's Press, New York, pp.375-405. 

8David Sanders & Valentine Herman (1977) The Survival and Stability of Governments in 
Western Democracies, Acta Politica, vol. 12 no.3, pp.346-377. 

9Woldendorp et al., 1993, pA. 

10rhis figure may be slightly inaccurate, because the Sixth Parliament beginning early in 1876 
ended near the end of 1879, via dissolution and an unscheduled election. The next election 
occurred in 1881, five years after the 1876 election as scheduled. But this also means that the 
Seventh Parliament was shorter than those after this time, so it probably all balances out. 

llWoldendorp, et al., 1993, p.108. 
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government duration, there were 30 rather than 25 New Zealand governments over 

this whole period from 1856-1891, and that their average life was 422.7 days (or 14 

months). 

Although this methodology indicates a higher level of instability for this 

period than was initially thought, it suffers from two major faults. First, and most 

importantly, it assumes that elections themselves are in some way de stabilising. In 

other words, if a government is returned following an election this is seen as an 

entirely new government, implying a level of instability which normally follows a 

change of government. But surely, the continuation of the same government after an 

election could more realistically be seen as a sign of stability, particularly in the longer 

term as discussed in the previous chapter. Not only has a government continued to 

survive in this scenario, but it could also be assumed that its ongoing existence has 

been endorsed by the electorate. 

The second flaw in this method of calculating government durability is 

actually highlighted by the results themselves. The fact that there appeared to be a 

larger number of governments when elections were taken into account than when 

they were initially omitted, not only suggests that basically the same government 

might continue after an election, as is noted above, but it also implies that elections 

were not the only means by which governments changed during this period. In other 

words, elections or the electoral system itself cannot be singled out as the main cause 

of governmental instability from 1856-1891. In order to discover what did cause this 

'instability', it is necessary to examine how the governments of this period ended. 

Government Termination 

The different modes of termination used in this analysis are the same as those 

outlined in Table 2.1 in the previous chapter. 12 Table 3.2 below depicts the various 

modes of termination for governments from 1856-1891. In each case, the author has 

attempted to ascertain the major cause of the government's fall and locate it within 

the appropriate categories. These categorisations are open to debate, as the author 

12See Chapter Two of this thesis, p.79. 
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used his discretion in deciding the primary causes where it was often unclear, given 

the historical nature of this study. 

Table 3.2: Modes of Termination for Governments from 1856-1891 

Reason for termination Number of 
overnments 

Election 1 

Scheduled 1 

Unscheduled ~ 

Resignation of PM 8 

Voluntary 6 

Health -.2 

Political 16 

Governmental dissension 0 

Parliamentary dissension 16 

Constitutional intervention ~ 

Total government terminations 25 

One of the most significant findings is the lack of influence that elections had in 

changing governments, explaining only one out of twenty five government 

terminations during this period. The election that is included here as a cause of 

termination is the 1890 election, for although it preceded the actual change of 

government by about two months, it gave the Opposition Liberals a clear "party" 

majority in the House, which the incumbent Prime Minister Atkinson eventually had 

to face up to.13 Although the elections of 1884 and 1887 were also thought to have 

led to a change of government, there is evidence to suggest that the incumbent 

government had already lost the confidence of the majority in the House 

13David Hamer (1988) The New Zealand Liberals: The Years of Power 1891-1912, Auckland 
University Press, Auckland, pp.13-14. 
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immediately prior to each election, and to this end the elections only tended to 

confirm the verdict of Parliament. 14 

Where resignations occurred, they tended to happen in succession and fall 

outside a parliamentary session, indicating that they did not arise as a direct result of 

parliamentary pressure. For example, the eleventh government ended between 

Parliaments, when George Waterhouse resigned because he felt the government was 

being dominated by Vogel, the Colonial Treasurer. 1S Because Vogel himself was in 

Australia, Fox took over the. premiership on a temporary basis, promptly resigning 

upon his return.16 Vogel was then forced to resign due to health reasons, as he was in 

England to secure loans for public works and immigration when he fell ill and could 

not return in time for the 1875 session of Parliament.17 Pollen assumed the 

premiership, but stood aside once Vogel had returned. 18 Vogel himself then resigned 

in 1876 to assume the post of Agent-General in London,19 and Atkinson took over, 

but he in turn resigned and then regained the leadership after his ministry was 

reconstructed for constitutional reasons.20 Thus six consecutive changes of 

government were brought about by resignations, of which four fell outside sittings of 

parliament. The two remaining resignations in this period were also consecutive and 

occurred during parliamentary recesses,21 and while all eight of these resignations 

14In June 1884 the Atkinson Government tied and lost two votes relating to supply, which led 
Atkinson to request, and receive, an early dissolution from the Governor to settle the matter 
(NZPD {1884 }vo1.48, p.4; NZPD (l884 }vo1.47, pp.193, 312). Similarly, in 1887 after defeats 
in the House on a Tariff Bill (Customs Duties Bill) and other financial proposals of the 
government, the Stout ministry considered its position and asked for a dissolution (NZPD 
{1887 } vol. 57, pp.535, 540). For these reasons, both terminations have been designated as 
being caused by 'parliamentary dissension'. 

15Raewyn Dalziel (1986) Julius Vogel-Business Politician, Auckland University Press, Auckland, 
pp.155-157. 

16NZPD (1873) vo1.14, p.4. 

17NZPD (1875) voU7, p.2 

18Dalziel, 1986, p.209. 

19NZPD (1876) vo1.21, p.633. Dalziel (1986, pp.213-214) cites ill health, insecure finances, and 
political pressure as reasons why Vogel took this appointment, but the author will assign it to 
the category of voluntary resignation as Vogel's health clearly did not stop him from taking 
another stressful job. 

20See footnote 4 of this chapter. 

21Hall resigned due to ill health, while his successor Whitaker resigned because embarrassing 
pUblicity was given to his private financial speCUlations (Lipson, 1948, p.83). 
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seem to be disconnected from the machinations of parliament, as we shall see later, 

they have important implications for the investigation of stability. 

The most important finding of this particular research is that governments 

usually changed in this period as a result of "political" factors. In fact, 64% of 

governments changed due to parliamentary dissension, which was usually expressed 

through the loss of a confidence motion in the House by the government. Several 

governments were defeated on votes that could be considered implicit confidence 

divisions,22 while the Domett, Whitaker and Weld governments resigned in 

anticipation of a loss of a confidence vote in the House. It seems that in the absence 

of parties, it was much more difficult for governments to resist the kinds of 'critical 

events' which had the potential to bring down a government. This predominance of 

termination by parliament leads to the conclusion that the actions of Members of 

Parliament themselves were the most important influence on the level of 

governmental stability during this period. Changes of government were not actuated 

by elections, but by the elected representatives themselves, for tactical or expediential 

reasons. For this reason it is necessary to examine next the nature of political 

organisation in New Zealand at this time, to discover the reasons why MPs so readily 

divided against a government. 

Political Organisation 

Clearly, the inability of MPs to form stable and durable parliamentary groupings has 

grave implications for governmental stability. From 1856-76, neither in the general 

assembly nor the electorate was there any political organisation by groups professing 

adherence to common political principles. In the House, whatever tendency there 

may have been to party division was stifled by local feeling- members from each 

province were a group working for the interests of their province, sometimes in 

alliance with other provincial groups. New Zealand had been settled as a series of 

22These usually derived from divisions on financial or other crucial matters to the government. 
The second Fox government resigned after losing a vote relating to the control of native affairs 
(NZPD { 1861-1863 } p.476), while the third Fox government lost three consecutive votes 
relating to the implementation of public works and immigration schemes (NZPD 
(1872}vo1.l3, p.156). Atkinson's third government lost a vote relating to Supply (NZPD 
(1884 }vol.47, p.312), while Stout's second government was defeated on a Customs Duties Bill 
(NZPD {1887} vo1.57, p.535). 
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distinct regions and at different times, so it is little wonder that one of the most 

persistent divisions around which MPs grouped themselves were the provinces from 

which they came. 

In fact, to most people provincial government was much more important 

than central government, as provincial affairs intruded much more directly upon 

settlers' lives. The Provincial Councils became the forum for decisions on local 

development and finance, land use and ownership, education and immigration 

policy, and other matters of vital local importance.23 Central government was 

physically and psychologically remote, and while it did not deal with more immediate 

issues which were the concern of the provinces, it also did not deal with major issues 

which were imperial responsibility, such as foreign affairs, national defence and fiscal 

policy.24 People identified more strongly with their own regional community than 

the "nation" writ large, calling themselves (and being labelled in turn) "Aucklanders" 

or "Cantabrians" rather than "New Zealanders".25 Moreover, regions were isolated 

from each other by long and arduous travel, as well as poor communication. 

Although newspapers were numerous and flourishing, they were all entirely 

regionally-based, . catering to local audiences and views. The persistence of these 

regional cleavages and provincial governments did much to undermine the authority 

and importance of central government. 

Therefore it was not surprising that until 1876, General Elections tended to 

arouse very little interest, and certainly less than provincial elections. Although 

manhood suffrage for all European males over 21 was not attained until 1879, it did 

not significantly add to the number of eligible voters, as the minimum property or 

rent qualification that had existed previously did not seriously exclude many potential 

voters at a time when land was cheap. More significant are the low numbers of voter 

registrations during this period. In 1858 a third of the men in the Wellington 

province who were entitled to vote did not register, and in 1861, less than 40% of 

23Raewyn Dalziel (1992) The Politics of Settlement, in O.W. Rice (ed.) Oxford HistoQ' of New 
Zealand, Second edition, Oxford University Press, Auckland p.94. The Provincial Councils 
had assumed these responsibilities since 1852, while central government was still grappling 
with the issue of responsible government. 

24The Constitution Act gave New Zealand little power to control its external policy, other than 
imposing import duties for revenue. 

25Lipson, 1948, p.46. 
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adult European males were enrolled.26 Many probably failed to register because of 

the amount of red tape that this process involved,27 but it is also likely that this was 

also a symptom of general apathy regarding national politics. Even if people 

bothered to enrol, regional studies prior to 1879 suggest that polls where under half 

the registered voters participated were common. In 1879, 53% of enrolled voters 

went to the polls, while in 1887 some 64% participated.28 Despite this apathy, 0-e 

increase over time suggests a rising political interest, particularly in towns and cities, 

but it was generally not until the early 1890s that the working class and the lower 

middle class became aware of the power of their vote. 

The elections themselves were usually devoid of interest for most people, and 

uncontested electorate contests remained common until the 1880s.29 Few men had 

the time, inclination or money to travel and spend months at a parliamentary session 

in the capital, and thus a small group of active men were able to dominate the 

political scene with ease. All elections were local affairs, with candidates for 

Provincial councils or Parliament usually standing independently. They might declare 

that they supported a particular leader or policy, but these statements of intent were 

not regarded as binding. Sometimes candidates in a particular region would band 

together in the hope of being returned in a bloc to win concessions for their local 

community, but these alliances were often fragile. Electioneering rarely crossed 

provincial boundaries, and organisation was restricted to individual electoral districts, 

such that each electorate competition could be seen as a mini-election in itself.30 It 

was uncommon for political leaders themselves to try to organise elections, except in 

the early 1870s when Donald McLean acted as an organiser for the government 

while Vogel made an election tour, and in 1879 when George Grey stumped the 

26G. Anthony Wood (1969) The Electorate's Verdict, in P. Munz(ed.) The Feel of Truth, A.H. & 
A.W. Reed, Wellington, pp.146-147. 

27Ibid., p.145. After 1858, electors had to sign a mass of forms and appear personally before the 
registrar to enrol. 

28Lipson, 1948, p.25. 

29Ibid., p.24. There were four members in 1879 and eleven in 1884 who won their seats 
uncontested. For the 1861 elections in Cantebury and Otago, the absence of issues on which 
electors differed meant that many seats were won by default- there were contests in only five 
of the region's thirteen seats (Wood, 1969, p.15l). 

300ccasionally political associations, such as the Separatist Association in Otago in the early 
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country in an attempt to get his followers returned. 31 In the absence of organised 

trans-electorate politics, it was only the MPs themselves who could meet nationallY 

and form groupings once they had made the pilgrimage from their own region to 

Parliament. 

Even then, most politicians put the interests of their own province or region 

before those of the colony, as they were elected locally and needed to build-up a 

credit rating for re-election. Although many historians look for the beginnings of the 

party system in the recurring disputes over the powers of central government versus 

the rights and revenue of the provinces which dominated this period, this "cleavage" 

can be more accurately seen as a function of provincial and electorate loyalty rather 

than as an ideological divide. Clearly, the MPs from the struggling Taranaki province 

saw advantages in fighting for strong central government, while provincialists from 

wealthy Otago did not see why their resources should be used to prosecute the wars 

in the North Island. But centralists and provincialists did not take extreme positions, 

and nor did they comprise mutually exclusive groupings in the House. An MP might 

be a provincialist at one time and a centralist at another (depending upon the needs 

of his constituency), and the very shifting nature of these allegiances meant that 

neither grouping were ever assured of a majority in the House for very long. 

Where provincialists or centralists did prevail in government, they were 

further threatened by issues which cut across the provincialism/centralism divide, 

such as land settlement or the conduct of the Land Wars in the 1860s. It was these 

cross-cutting issues which, although usually temporary, also tended to cause 

instability because they reshuffled established parliamentary alliances. After Stafford 

lost office in 1861, the Fox, Domett and Whitaker ministries all foundered on the 

handling of the war and the question of responsibility for native affairs,32 despite the 

fact they represented either centralist, provincialist, or even a combination of both 

1860s or the Political Reform Association in Auckland in 1869, appeared but were temporary 
and did not carryover into the wider political arena. 

31Dalziel, 1992, p.95. 

32It was not until the end of 1864 (when the major phase of the wars ended) and Premier Weld had 
pledged responsibility for internal affairs, that Maori matters began to recede in national 
politics. Even then, Weld's move was prompted by Grey's offer to confiscate sufficient rebel 
land for government needs, and to work for the shift of the seat of government from Auckland 
to Wellington (Ibid., p.99). 
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factions. 33 In other words, the ever-shifting support for different issues according to 

parochial needs mitigated efforts at sustained political organisation, which in turn led 

to frequent changes of government, and what we assume to be instability. 

Some historians identify the abolition of the provinces in 1876 as the end of politics 

dominated by provincial interests and the consolidation of parliamentary support 

into opposing teams of "Liberals" and "Conservatives".34 In turn, the arrival of these 

"parties" is seen as assuring greater stability for this later period. But although 

governments after this time tended to last somewhat longer than before, they were 

still based on shifting sands of support. In the absence of persistent cleavages, the 

loss of the provinces tended to simply multiply the different interests and demands in 

parliament. 

The catalyst for the abolition of provincial government was Vogel's 

announcement in 1870 of a ten-year development plan of immigration and public 

works funded by overseas borrowing, aimed at reviving the flagging economy. Under 

Vogel's programme the central government gradually assumed responsibility for 

colonisation and development that had previously been devolved to provincial 

authorities. The financial dependence on the central government for public works 

grants served to heighten parochial loyalties, as MPs from ,different regions bartered 

with the government for extra spending on their district in return for their support. 

In addition the whole development issue also tended to split both the centralists and 

provincialists, with members of both groupings either favouring or opposing the 

scheme.35 

The abolition of the provinces became inevitable once they resisted the 

annexation of their control over land for public works use, and from 1875-1876 the 

331t is interesting to note that with the end of the major phase of the war in 1864, the political 
instability of the early 1860s gave way to another lengthy period of Stafford rule. 

34Andre Siegfried (1914) Democracy in New Zealand, G. Bell & Sons Ltd, London, p.39; Lipson, 
1948, p.S8. 

35Vogel himself was originally a strong provincialist, until the provinces impeded his 
development plans once in government. The provincialists who were opposed to abolition 
correctly feared the loss of their autonomy, while the few centralists (such as Alfred Saunders, 
James Richmond and Edward Stafford) who were against the scheme were concerned with the 
level of debt it would incur. 
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abolition itself provided a temporary issue around which alignments were formed. 36 

Nevertheless, the decline of provincial governments did not significandy change the 

primary "duty" of the member of Parliament, to secure government expenditure in 

his electorate. In fact, regionalism remained to a more diffuse degree, and although 

conflicts over development and the share of each region had always been fought out 

in Parliament, the disconnection and dissolution of the former alliances of 

provincialistsand centralists meant that there were fewer issues that could unite an 

opposition to the government. MPs were in favour of development if they thought 

that their own electorate could secure government spending. Those opposed to the 

borrowing, or at least to its excesses, had attempted to topple the Fox government in 

1872 in favour of a third Stafford government, but this only lasted a month before 

the pro-development government was returned under Vogel. Clearly, an expansionist 

policy met the wishes of the majority of the representatives in the 1870s. 

This general consensus on progress explains the persistence of a "Continuous 

Ministry" of pro-development governments following that formed by Fox in 1869, 

with each containing essentially the same ministers. Despite this the government 

continued to change constandy on a nominal level, illustrating that the consensus 

only lasted as long as individual MPs' parochial and personal interests were being 

served. So much so, that when Atkinson, as the new leader of the pro-development 

government, began to advocate limits on borrowing and spending in 1877, the stable 

parliamentary majority began to shrink. With the backing of a majority of MPs, Grey 

led an opposition grouping into government on the promise of further spending. 37 

But further plans for development and borrowing failed to satisfy demands, as loan 

money was often allocated before it was raised, while those who sought restraint 

were made more upset.38 Although Grey fought the 1879 election on the platform 

that it was a choice between 'Liberals' and 'Conservatives,' no clear-cut distinction 

between political ideologies had yet emerged; nor was there any structured party 

36Support for provincial governments mainly came from a small group who hoped to find in 
provincialism a basis for uniting the opposition to Vogel, namely from Sir George Grey and 
James Macandrew (Dalziel, 1992, pp.103-104). 

37The official opposition leader was Grey, but other opposition factions existed including an 
influential 'Middle' faction driven by the financial interests of some of its members, and these 
speculators floated Grey into power in 1877 on the promise of more spending. 

38Dalziel, 1992, p.106. 
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system. A detailed study of the election in Canterbury, where Grey campaigned, 

shows that voters voted on the grounds of personality and local issues, not for 

ideologies and cleavage politics.39 Thus parties were not yet structured (in Sartori's 

words), because their support had not evolved from personality-oriented voting to 

allegiance to an abstract party image. 

Nevertheless, in some electorates, sectional interests were gradually becoming 

apparent towards the end of this period. Land ownership was slowly growing as a 

national issue since the abolition of the provinces. "Liberal" politicians had 

previously campaigned at the provincial level against the accumulation of land in the 

hands of a few large runholders, on behalf of the small holders and the landless.40 

With the centralisation of land sales, these provincial politicians entered parliament, 

which brought together the hitherto scattered opposition to landowners in one place 

and enabled them to establish their cause nationally.41 Grey had alienated landowners 

with a land tax, and his subsequent proclamations that he led the "Liberals" 

suggested a connection with this cause and that label. Opposition to the land tax 

brought the rural interests together in places like Taranaki, where politicians like 

Atkinson won more support from farmers than ever before, because he was seen as a 

champion of their interests against those of the town. 

A complimentary line of cleavage which also emerged post-abolition was the 

rivalry between town and country, as a competitive quest for funding for roads, 

bridges, and other development. Once again, this had been the preserve of the 

provincial government until the 1870s, which in turn had to fight for their share of 

provincial expenditure from central government, and so this division was duly 

contained. Now this pressure was translated to the sphere of central politics, and 

while the initial effect was to atomise the demands of towns and country districts for 

funding, provincial politicians who had represented town and country respectively 

entered parliament and, upon discovering others of similar conviction, began to 

39Edmund Bohan (1960) The 1879 General Election in Canterbury , Political Science, vol. 12 
no.I, March, p.45. 

40As a result, Provincial Councils were often divided between groups of large runholders and their 
opponents. The latter initially avoided central government because the franchise was still 
restricted and the Legislative Council was packed with large runholders. 

41Lipson, 1948, pp.57-59. The most prominent "Liberal" leaders of the 1880s- Stout, Seddon, 
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group themselves nationally along these lines. More importantly, this parliamentary 

division often coincided with that over land ownership. Leslie Upson sees these as 

being true cleavages, shared by the electorate at large, and causing a kind of two

party system between "Uberals" and "Conservatives".42 But the only place where 

these divisions were nationalised was in parliament, as electors were otherwise 

isolated and simply voted for the candidate who was best able to serve their interests 

in parliament. 

Upson was perhaps closer to the mark when he described the period of the 

1870s and 1880s as the "nationalisation of the 'pork barrel"'. Central politics became 

the pivotal arena for political deal-making and back-scratching, and it was here that 

an MP had to gain advantages for his electorate in return for continued support. 

These localised political relationships tended to hinder the growth of persistent 

groupings in parliament, as is indicated by the constant presence of a significant 

group of independent MPs, as well as perpetuating an element of instability. As 

Lipson notes, more than one ministry was turned out of office by aggrieved 

representatives of "neglected" districts.43 After the 1879 election, the next 

Governglent was not decided until four Auckland members defected from Grey to 

Hall, who promised a number of concessions to Auckland as well as various 

parliamentary and electoral reforms. This government was reshuffled twice and re

emerged under the leadership of Whitaker and Atkinson, but was defeated in 1884 

through the defection of several Canterbury MPs who had long been committed to 

railway development in their region. The return of Vogel led to an expectation of 

increased prosperity and government spending,44 and when parliament met, Vogel 

joined forces with Robert Stout to outnumber Atkinson's followers. This ministry 

contained three Canterbury MPs, but did not win its first division. The Auckland 

members had voted together to defeat it and then secured its reconstruction with a 

Montgomery and McKenzie-started their careers in the Provincial Councils and entered 
Parliament from 1874-1881. 

42Ibid., p.58. 

43Ibid., p.62. 

44Thirteen out of seventeen candidates elected in Canterbury declared for Vogel during the 1884 
election campaign. 



Chapter Three 120 

more balanced personne1.45 Once again, a government united by the common cause 

of increased public spending was derailed by parochial political interests. 

Nevertheless, by 1887 borrow and spend policies were largely perceived by a 

significant proportion of the electorate as having failed in combating the economic 

slump of the 1880s. Thus the main issue of the election was economic retrenchment, 

and for perhaps the first time sectoral interests emerged in an organised form as 

national issues took precedence over regional issues. Property owners and 

businessmen wanted retrenchment as they feared the alternative of higher taxation. 

In several towns and rural areas they formed Reform Associations, which lobbied for 

cuts in education and the civil service, and an end to borrowing. This group also 

tended to favour free trade to give their products an overseas advantage and to keep 

import prices down. However, small farmers did not want severe retrenchment, and 

asked for more public works and 'fairer' taxation. In the cities, manufacturers, 

shopkeepers, some professionals and working-class activists agreed with the demands 

of the small farmers, but also wanted protection of local industry to keep a lid on 

urban unemployment. These groups also formed associations, such as the Otago 

Protection League and the Canterbury Electors' Association, to press their views. 

Although each type of these lobby groups can be seen as schools for future 

conservatives and Liberals, their influence on the election of 1887 was still very 

localised as their names indicate. Thus it was still left to MPs to align themselves 

according to these sectoral lines. These divisions remained crudely drawn in 

parliament, as the government members lost many seats (including Stout himself) 

and the new Atkinson "Scarecrow Ministry" was a patched-up affair itself, remaining 

in power more through Opposition weakness than its own strength.46 

From the late 1880s it was apparent that the nationalisation of politics was 

outgrowing the old political structure, in the face of economic change, population 

growth, urbanisation, industrialisation, and the increasing interest of labour 1n 

politics. Atkinson's response to the growing sectoral demands was to try to 

accommodate the demands of everyone, by cutting expenditure but also by levying 

tariffs on imports. The Act which introduced the latter policy was only passed with 

45Dalziel, 1992, pp.107-108. 

46Ibid., pp.I08-lW. 
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the assistance of a number of opposition members, as free-trade supporters had 

deserted Atkinson because of it. Government and Opposition alike tried to introduce 

labour reforms to improve working hours and conditions, but these were repeatedly 

thrown out by the Legislative Council, while strikes and industrial unrest had already 

broken out in a number of towns. Although by the time of the 1890 election neither 

Government nor the Opposition were highly organised, the Opposition candidates 

presented an agreed policy of labour and land reform. This common platform won 

them the overwhelming support of the urban working class and small farmers, 

especially in the South Island. In the rural areas the Government members still had a 

majority, but even there its following had been reduced.47 

The gradual shift of interests from local to national issues by voters would be 

matched by a concomitant shift in the focus of candidates to appeal and deliver to 

certain sectors of society across the country. But success in achieving the aims of 

these sectors could not be arranged through separate local bargains with the 

government. The development of these national and persistent cleavages returned 

MPs with common policy goals, who needed to act in a concerted fashion in 

parliament to achieve such fundamental change. This must have been the rationale 

behind the common land and labour policy of the Opposition in the 1890 election, 

which indicates that these MPs were pre-committed to a united front in parliament. 

These politicians, having seen the defections from both sides of the House which 

had caused previous governments to fall, knew that their success and survival 

depended on unity in parliament, as they now aimed to represent groups in society 

rather than solely local interests. 

Nevertheless, despite talk of reasonably constant parliamentary groupIngs 

such as the "Continuous Ministry" and the embryonic Liberal Party, this period is 

typified by a distinct lack of persistent and unified parties in parliament. Having 

found that the party system was largely 'unstructured' beyond the electorate level, it 

seems pertinent to investigate further the full effect that the lack of parties had on 

governmental instability. 

47Ibid., pp.ll0-111. 
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Stable Instability? 

Clearly, the formation of parliamentary groups during this period was the prerogative 

of parliamentarians themselves. Although they were the only ones capable of 

organising on a national basis, MPs' allegiances shifted on different issues depending 

on their constituency concerns. This had obvious repercussions for ministry 

formation. Every parliament consisted of a number of factions and individual 

members who had to be courted before a leader had enough support to build a 

ministry. Thus governments changed through a reshuffling of provincial blocs and 

the reappearance in the new government of several elements from the 01d.48 The fact 

that 25 ministries held office from 1856-1891 suggests that this led to a certain level 

of instability, but paradoxically there was a considerable stability in the continuity of 

personnel across ministries, a point hidden by the data presented in Table 3.1. 

In other words, a nominal change of government by no means implied a 

complete change of government. Short-lived ministries were either attempts by a 

faction leader to create a ministry during a parliamentary session or changes of 

leadership within an essentially stable ministry. The significance of prime ministerial 

experience should also not be forgotten, for although continuous terms were rare, 

the rate of renewal suggests a level of stability founded upon familiarity and 

predictability. Stafford was Premier on three occasions totalling nine years, while Fox 

headed four ministries and Atkinson five. This accounts for almost half of the 

ministries, while Whitaker, Vogel and Stout all served twice, which leaves the 'oncers' 

totalling seven out of twenty five governments. While the cabinet durability measure 

reveals that in this period the leadership of the ministry changed regularly, it fails to 

point out that it also repeated regularly. 

But more importandy, the continuity of personnel in the ministry itself has 

immense significance for the validity of cabinet durability as our measure of stability. 

While frequent changes of government and short cabinet duration suggest a certain 

level of upheaval and instability in government, an underlying stability in the 

membership of government ministries may present itself as a strong mitigating 

factor. Following the theory of Andre Siegfried in his research on the French Fourth 

48In constructing a ministry, the overriding concern was the necessity to achieve balanced 
representation of regional blocs. 
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Republic noted in Chapter Two, a high turnover of governments but a low turnover 

of individual ministers over time can lead to cases of "stable instability".49 This 

assumes that stability is not so easily quantified by changes of government 'on paper', 

as long-term government policy and direction may remain stable due to the survival 

of ministers throughout. 

Table 3.3 depicts the number of governments served in by individual 

ministers from 1856-1891. A total of 85 ministers served in 25 ministries during this 

period, with the average minister serving in three (Plus) ministries. 

Table 3.3: Number of governments served in by Ministers 1856-1891 

Number of governments 
served in 

Total 

1 

2 

3 

4. 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

Ministers 

38 

15 

17 

4 

3 

1 

2 

2 

2 

1 

85 Ministers 

Significantly, over half (55.3%) of all ministers served more than once during this 

period, but perhaps what is more important in terms of measuring stability is the 

continuity of ministries. Table 3.4 takes all of the ministers who served more than 

49Siegfried, 1956, p.399. 
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once, and divides them according to the number of consecutive governments they 

served in. 

Table 3.4: Number of Consecutive Governments served in 

by Ministers 1856-1891 

Number of consecutive governments served in 

TWO THREE FOUR FIVE SEVEN 

Ministers Whitakera Wood Reynolds Pollen D. McLean 

Total 

Sewell Bathgate Katene Vogel E. Richardson 
Hall Sewellb Parata Bowen 
Mantell Atkinson Atkinsonc 

C. Ward O'Rorke 
Gillies G. McLean 
T. Russell Rolleston 
Fitzherbert Oliver 
J. Richardson Bryce 
J. Richmond Dick 
Ormond W. Johnston 
Conolly 

14 11 3 4 2 

a \Vhitaker served in back to back ministries on three separate occasions during this period. 

b Sewell served in two consecutive ministries on one occasion, and in three contiguous 
administrations on a separate occasion. 

C Atkinson served in three consecutive ministries on one occasion, and in five contiguous 
administrations on a separate occasion. 

Over 25 governments there were 34 occaSIons whereby individual ministers 

remained in government after a nominal change in government. Twenty ministers 

survived two or more changes in government, while ministers such as \'Vhitaker, 

Sewell and Atkinson managed to maintain their posts despite changes of government 

on two or more separate occasions. Given that most cabinets of this period averaged 

8.84 members, there was clearly a core of able experienced men who became, in 
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certain combinations, the essential components of a ministry that was to last any 

length of time. This continuity of personnel, particularly with experienced ministers 

over consecutive governments, implies a high degree of cabinet stability despite 

frequent 'changes' of government. Rather than being seen as a wholesale change of 

government, these alterations in a the premiership appear to have the same 

significance as a cabinet re-shuffle, which they often were. 

Nevertheless, it is also important to remember the discussion in the previous 

chapter and the introduction to this thesis, which referred to the concept of stability 

in the more abstract sense, as felt by the citizens at large. The change of prime 

minister should certainly appear as a short-term shock for most people, despite the 

reality of a continuation of personnel and policy. But in the longer term, this latter 

type of stability which transcends the more obvious changes of government will be 

recognised as people become accustomed to a certain pattern of governmental 

change. Thus stability may be closely related to perceptions and expectations, such 

that a change of government may have less significance if an underlying stability is 

the norm. For the period under present assessment it appears that the lack of popular 

interest and participation in national politics tends to reduce the importance of the 

changes of government in the minds of the populace anyway. 50 Nevertheless, there 

was some recognition by contemporaries that long-serving "stable" governments 

existed despite seemingly short government duration. 

Across the six consecutive changes of government brought about by 

resignation from 1872-1877 noted earlier, the premier apart, the composition of the 

ministry remained remarkably stable. For example, out of thirty ministers which 

appear in consecutive governments in Table 3.4, some seventeen were ministers 

during the governments which ran from 1869-77. It is little wonder that historians 

until the 1960s incorporated this period as part of the hypothesised "Continuous 

Ministry" which dominated from 1869-1891.51 It was also popularly believed that a 

"Liberal Party", formed by Grey in 1875, had provided the main opposition to this 

50As David Hamer(l988, p.14) notes, the frequent changes of government does not seem to have 
worried many people at the time. 

51 The beginnings of this theory can be found in the work of the contemporary William Pember 
Reeves(1950, The Long White Cloud, Fourth edition of 1898 original, George Allen & Unwin 
Ltd, London), a Liberal Cabinet Minister in the 1890s. 
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administration. 52 In other words, the 'Continuous Ministry' referred more to one 

"party" which enjoyed long periods in government, rather than to the general 

condition of continuity of personnel in government, because it seemed so stable. 

However, more recently the notion that two parties dominated politics has been 

demolished, along with the idea that a Liberal party existed before the 1890s.53 As we 

have seen, politics, like society, was organised around locality, private interests and 

the leading personalities, rather than a national two party system. 

Furthermore, the phrase 'Continuous Ministry' originated as a term of abuse 

used by Liberals in the 1890s to blacken their opponents and exaggerate their 

oligarchic and 'conservative' tendencies as much as possible.54 These Liberals also 

attempted to re-write history by claiming the heritage of the Grey and Stout 

governments as early Liberal administrations of their kind, so that their own 

ascendancy to office would seem to be part of some inevitable development that was 

futile to resist. Terms like 'Continuous Ministry' were used to demonstrate the 

existence of hard-line reactionary conservatism against which "Liberals" needed to 

unite,55 but as we have seen, these were largely anachronistic when the reality was 

more ambiguous. There were some "Continuous Ministry" politicians, such as 

Atkinson and Rolleston, who had "Liberal" impulses and made "Liberal" reform 

proposals similar to those of the 1890s. 

More importantly, the perceived fragmentation of politics in this period also 

disguises the relatively. high degree of policy consensus (particularly over 

development) and the continuity of ministerial personnel in government that existed. 

Raewyn Dalziel notes that the concept of a "Continuous Ministry" best describes the 

politics of 1869-77, after which time there was a more regular pattern of alternating 

governments in line with more solid parliamentary groupings.56 But in a sense, 

52Two of the governments which broke the administration of the Continuous Ministry, those of 
Grey (1877-79) and Stout (1884-87), were assumed to have some connection with the Liberal 
government of the 1890s. 

53Hamer, 1988, pp.14-36. 

54All politicians of this time were reluctant to accept the label 'conservative', while for some time 
to come, nearly all MPs claimed to be the "true Liberals" (Erik Olssen & Marcia Stenson, 
1994, A Century of Change: New Zealand 1800-1900, Longman Paul, Auckland, p.253). 

55 Hamer, 1988, pp.15-16. 

56Raewyn Dalziel (1987) The 'Continuous Ministry' Revisited, New Zealand Journal of History, 
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'government' had a continuous existence from 1856 until at least 1884, as across the 

'changes' of government during this period, stability was upheld through the 

continuity in power of clusters of experienced ministers. 

This leads to questions about the use of 'cabinet duration' as a measure of a 

government's stability, as suggested at the end of the previous chapter. In many 

senses this term may even be a misnomer, as cabinets during this period remained 

reasonably durable in their membership while prime ministers, as head of the 

ministry, frequently changed. This suggests that the definition of a government that 

most political scientists use focuses too closely upon factors which can represent a 

change in government at face value, rather than including those factors which imply 

continuity of government across these often cosmetic changes. The absolute use of 

elections as a change in government by Woldendorp, Budge and Keman is a case in 

point. Clearly, in situations where a nominal change of government takes place, then 

other measures of durability should be used to supplement the information provided 

by cabinet duration. This is particularly important for this period when neither the 

original measure of cabinet duration, nor the underlying continuity of ministerial 

personnel, seem to be significantly affected by the workings of the electoral system. 

The influence of the electoral system 

As we have seen from the analysis of the modes of government termination, 

ministries were only indirectly made and unmade as the result of elections. Elections 

often changed the complexion of the House, and were sometimes followed by 

change in government soon afterwards, but to attribute this change to the electors 

themselves would be too facile a conclusion. The fall of the first Stafford ministry is 

an example of a change of government which occurred soon after an election, but 

cannot be said to be a direct result of it. The new parliament was an enlarged version 

of the old parliament, with little difference in the balance between the two sides of 

the House, and it was an accident of parliamentary attendance, not the verdict of the 

electorate, which led to Stafford's defeat in 1861.57 At other times, governments 

changed in 1884 and 1887 following an election, but as these governments had 

vol.21 no.2, April, p.61. 

57Wood, 1969, p.139. 
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already lost votes of confidence in the House, the results of the election may have 

merely followed the lead of parliament. 58 

Moreover, each constituency conducted its election in a large degree of 

isolation from other districts, such that the make-up of Parliament was determined 

by the results of many mini-elections. Alternative governments could not be 

recognised until the House met, and it was up to the MPs themselves as to which 

side they would support. As noted previously, although candidates might pledge 

support in favour of the government or the opposition during campaign, there was 

little pressure to fulfll this once elected if the interests of the constituents came first. 

Thus voters rarely voted for governments as such, or for any notion of extra-local 

political organisation. The plurality electoral system in place suited the 

compartmentalisation of these elections, as questions of proportionality could not 

arise when no account need be taken of overall patterns of voting support across all 

electorates in the country. 

As outlined in Chapter One, Sartori's theory of electoral and party systems is 

based on the premise that the voter is influenced by where s/he votes. In single..:. 

member district plurality systems, each electorate race confines the voters' effective 

choice to competition between two candidates. Although this may lead to a local 

two-party system in this constituency contest, the single member district effect means 

nothing across a series of electorates unless the voters' choice is 'structured' 

nationally through a recognised system of channelment, a party system. We have 

seen that a structured party system was not in operation in this period, thus it is 

apparent in this case that single member district plurality did not 'produce' a two 

party system, as hypothesised by the combination of a strong electoral system and a 

feeble party system in Figure 1.2.59 

However, the plurality system was not solely employed in single member districts, 

and according to the theory described in Chapter One, the 'district magnitude' is an 

important factor in the representation of parties. In fact, the classic theory has it that 

electoral systems employing multimember districts, a feature of PR systems, will 

58In other words, the government may not have lost members through election but through 
defection in parliament beforehand. 
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multiply the number of parties represented. As with the proposed relationship 

between single member district plurality and a two party system, in this case the use 

of multimember districts also did not prove to be a sufficient condition for the 

establishment of a multiparty system, or any party system for that matter. 

These multimember districts were not established with the design of ensuring 

adequate representation for political parties. From the beginning of this period, 

changes to the electoral system were made to ensure the adequate representation of 

'electoral minorities' as part of a popular liberal philosophy held by many MPs, which 

derived from the theories of John Stuart Mill on the representative nature of 

government. Mill believed that many electors' votes were wasted when their 

preferred candidate was narrowly beaten in an electorate contest, hence his advocacy 

of multimember districting (see Chapter One) to ensure that these significant 

minorities were 'represented'.60 In New Zealand, multimember constituencies were 

used to this end mainly for the larger cities, because it was recognised that urban 

electors were more heterogenous in their opinions than their rural counterparts. 

In line with the 1852 Constitution Act it was agreed that there should be 37 

members of the House of Representatives; with three members being returned for 

the respective seats of City of Wellington and City of Auckland, nine seats returning 

two members each, and thirteen seats each electing a single member.61 Although it 

was defeated by the Legislative Council, the sixth resolution of the Select 

Committee's Report on the Representation Apportionment Bill of 1858 proposed 

the universal adoption of multimember electoral districts to ensure the representation 

of minorities.62 By 1860 the Representation Act of that year had established 43 

electoral districts returning 53 members, with Wellington City remaining the only 

three-member seat, while 8 seats returned two members, and 34 seats with one 

each.63 But despite the fact that multimember constituencies existed, they still 

operated under a plurality electoral formula rather than a PR formula. The winning 

59See Chapter One, p.49 

60Mill, 1905, p.l51. 

61 B. Ritchie & H.O. Hoffman (1986)The Electoral Law of New Zealand: A Brief History, in 
Report of the Royal Commission, Towards a Better Democracy, Appendix A, pp.15-16. 

62Ibid., pp.20-21.. 

63Ibid., p.24. 
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candidates, as in the single member districts, were those for whom the most valid 

votes were cast. Although more candidates were able to be elected from these seats, 

the districts would still not have been large enough to award seats to parties in 

proportion to their total electoral support. In addition, votes were still wasted for 

non-'winning' candidates, which would have led to further disproportionality. In any 

case, the use of multimember districts does not equate to PR in these circumstances, 

because their purpose was not to represent parties. Thus although district magnitude 

has been awarded great importance, the author proposes that it should be seen as the 

tool of the prime directive of the electoral system as represented by its electoral 

formula, be it plurality or PRo 

However, in the 1870s and 1880s there were real attempts to change the 

electoral formula, as well as the district magnitude, to the Hare system of PR (similar 

to STV).<i4 This electoral system would have allowed voters to rank candidates in 

order of preference, so that any candidate receiving the necessary quota of votes 

would be elected.65 But this electoral system still tends to give more importance to 

individual candidate than parties, a fact supported by the work of Katz,66 and of 

some importance at a time when the legitimacy of parties was by no means 

universally accepted. 

Again, the representation of electoral minorities rather than minority parties 

was the primary concern of these moves away from single-member district 

plurality.67 It may have been that these 'minorities' represented evolving blocs of 

64Stout had recommended this system in 1875 and in his unsuccessful Electoral Bill of 1878, 
while Whitaker (1877) and Hall (1880 Regulation of Electors Bill) also attempted to introduce 
this form of PR (Ritchie & Hoffman, 1986, pp.35, 39). 

65Votes received by candidates in excess of the quota and all votes of the lowest polling 
candidates would be transferred to continuing candidates, according to the voters' second 
choices. The process continues until the required number of candidates are elected. This 
system is most proportional when the constituencies return five or more members. 

66Richard Katz (1980) found that intraparty preference voting such as this provides for less of a 
"team" orientation within the parties, especially given that most of the turnover in legislative 
seats in such electoral systems occurs within parties and not between them. 

67This is demonstrated by Premier John Hall during the second reading of the Regulation of 
Electors Bill on June 2 1880: 

"The Bill provided that, in all cases in which three members were to be elected by 
one constituency, no elector should give more than two votes, so that if there should 
be a slight majority of one way of thinking in a large constituency, and the minority 
be a large one, the minority should not be entirely unrepresented. In cases of that 
kind, the effect of such a provision would be that the majority would return two 
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support for potential parties in New Zealand, particularly with the extension of the 

suffrage and the idea that parties world-wide were in an evolutionary phase. 

Contemporaries understood that the single member district plurality system 

discriminated against groups with below-plurality support in a constituency, as Stout 

acknowledged that single member districts "really do not give a minority any chance 

whatever" and that they have "less chance in a city split up into thirds and fourths 

than if these electorates were united".68 Despite this apparent understanding of the 

effects of the electoral system, it was decided that the next best way to ensure 

minority representation was to create 91 European electoral districts, each returning 

one member.69 Politicians at this time clearly believed that unrepresented voters 

were those who were regionally concentrated within larger electoral districts,7o rather 

than comprising a minority across a range of electorates. Once again, this also 

highlights the regional or local nature of political interests during this period. 

However, there was some thought given to the representation of special interest 

groups which transcended the rule of direct territorial representation during this 

period. In the original electoral system outlined in the 1852 Constitution Act, one 

district was awarded to the "Pensioner Settlements" in Auckland, for retired 

members of the British Armed Forces.71 This illustrated a concern that members 

should not only represent geographical constituencies but also special groups within 

the community. The creation of special Goldfields electorates also demonstrated a 

desire to ensure the representation of special interests. In 1860 a Miners' Franchise 

Act granted the vote to those who held a Miner's Right, circumventiing the property 

members, and a large minority would return one member." (NZPD {1880} vo1.35, 
p.50) 

68Speaking on his Representation Bill, August 91886 (NZPD, {1886}voI.56, p.568). 

691n moving the second reading of the 1881 Act, Hall lamented the House's wish not to introduce 
the Hare system, but responded that "it seems to me that the only other mode of securing 
something like that representation of minorities, which is not only just but expedient, is to 
divide the country into single electoral districts" (NZPD, {1881 }voI.39, pp.470, 473). 

7<Yrhus it was hoped that a larger number of smaller districts would better accommodate such 
minorities. 

71 Ritchie & Hoffman, 1986, p.16. Retired British soldiers had been given land, on the condition 
that they serve in the New Zealand Armed Forces if required. 
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qualification which otherwise existed on the franchise.72 With the influx of 

goldminers to the Otago region in 1861, the Miners' Representation Act of the 

following year created a special Otago Goldfields Electorate of two members, 

extending recognition of the special interest to that area. When the gold rush 

extended to the West Coast of the South Island, the Westland Representation Act of 

1867 divided the existing two member Westland electorate into two seats electing 

two members each, to accommodate the interests of miners and those who serviced 

them.73 

The most notable 'special interest' grouping whose national representation 

was considered during this period were the Maori. In 1867 four seats were granted to 

the Maori as a temporary measure, until such time as the tribal nature of Maori land 

ownership was rendered irrelevant by the issue of crown grants.74 This "temporary 

provision" was expressed to have a duration of five years, but these seats remain to 

the present day as a guarantee of Maori representation in parliament,15 With the 

addition of the Maori seats, Lijphart has categorised the New Zealand plurality 

electoral system as a 'mixed' system, because it started with the basic rule of plurality., 

and then added further rules in order to obtain a fair representation of minorities,76 If 

these two types of districts (both European and Maori) contain equal populations, a 

proportional representation of the minority is assured. But as the number of General 

seats increased with their population while the Maori seats were fixed at four until 

the 1996 election, these seats remained unequal in size, which meant that this special 

representation was never proportional. 

72In justification of the Bill, Frederick Whitaker argued that "the object aimed at by the franchise 
should not be so much the representation of persons as of interests" (NZPD (1858-
1860}p.778). 

73Ritchie & Hoffman, 1986, p.25. 

74The collective nature of Maori land ownership had often denied Maori the vote prior to this, 
because at that stage the franchise was still conditional upon a minimum property qualification. 

75Ritchie & Hoffman, 1986, pp.29, 35. Although in 1877 Whitaker attempted to ensure that the 
number of Maori seats was determined in proportion to their population (on the Maori roll), 
and that these seats should be equal in population size to European seats, the Maori seats 
remained fixed at four until the 1996 MMP election. 

76 Arend Lijphart (1984a) Trying to have the best of both worlds: Semi-Proportional and Mixed 
Systems, in A. Lijphart & B. Grofman (eds.) Choosing an Electoral System, Praeger, New 
York, pp.211-213. 
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Thus it is clear that the only thought given to trans-electorate representation 

was directed at electoral minorities, and localised ones at that.77 Clearly, concessions 

to minority representation were not sufficient reasons for the abandonment of the 

plurality electoral system. The crucial variable that was missing for any recognition of 

a national electoral verdict was a party system. Where some governments did take on 

their own entity, such as the Continuous Ministry, they were brought down by the 

actions of Members acting independently. Until clearly recognisable parties could 

present themselves as potential governments, elections and electoral systems would 

have little impact on governmental change, as they simply represented the results of 

each separate electorate contest. Electors were unlikely to vote 'beyond' their 

electorate with any consistency until some notion of 'party' existed to connect 

otherwise disparate electorate candidates. 

The palpability of these parties as governments rested on their ability to 

deliver the votes of their members in Parliament, which required the MP to adhere to 

some form of party discipline. The MPs' primary rationale for doing this was the 

realisation that in unison, and preferably as a majority, MPs could achieve more than 

on their own. As we have seen, this was not important when MPs simply looked 

after the concerns of their local constituency, causing the multifarious fault-lines 

which dominated early political organisation in New Zealand. Not until cleavages 

were nationalised would the MP be required to act in concert, as the achievement of 

sectoral goals across society required more than ad hoc bargaining by individual 

Members: a majority in parliament would be needed. 

However, this thesis does not assume that the nationalisation of cleavages 

was orchestrated by the elites - rather, their growing tendency towards grouping 

tended to reflect the emerging issue dimensions of a developing country. MPs had 

secured concessions for their local electorate as their representative in return for 

votes, but the function of MPs as representatives must be a dynamic one if they are 

to remain in office while society changes. As we saw earlier, by the 1890s there had 

been enough change in New Zealand society to suggest that there were emerging 

lines of cleavage which tended to cut across electorates. Social groups appeared more 

distinct as urbanisation and industrialisation increased while rural New Zealand 

77Even the Maori seats comprised of four single member districts, rather than a nationwide or 
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fought to consolidate its power. As their constituencies shifted from parochial 

concerns to those of the dominant sectors in each, MPs sought to ensure their 

survival by representing these cross-cutting cleavages. Whether or not these MPs 

sought power in order to represent these concerns, or represented these concerns to 

attain power, is of lesser importance here (although an interesting question 

nonetheless)J8 The important point is that both kinds of MP seek to achieve the 

desired ends of their constituents, despite differing means and motivations. Although 

it is MPs and parties who aggregate and articulate the demands of voters, they owe 

their existence to this role they perform for the populace. Those MPs and parties 

who do not represent significant interests in society will simply not be elected. 

Although this thesis will also examine the role of the political elites m 

ensuring stability, it is the interaction between the MP and the voter which helps to 

determine the role that elected representatives will play. In a direct democracy the 

voters themselves are responsible for the government and its stability, but in a 

representative democracy MPs feed off the cues and expectations of how their voters 

would wish them to behave in representing their interests. It is apparent that even at 

an early stage in New Zealand's political history, politicians acted in the interests of 

their constituency when deciding whether to support a government. 

Clearly, for most of this period the electoral system allowed MPs to act on 

behalf of their local electors, and while constituency interests were limited to within 

their electorate boundaries by the way in which New Zealand society was structured 

at that time, there was little pressure to be exerted for the formation of a party 

system. This meant that a party system was not an inevitable product of the electoral 

system, but rather required the growth of persistent trans-electorate cleavages. If we 

remember Sartori's hypothesis that the main influence of electoral systems on the 

voter is a constituency effect, then the existence of uncontested electorate contests 

and the presence of Independent MPs up to the mid-twentieth century, suggests that 

plurality in itself did not encourage party competition for seats. As it was noted 

earlier in this chapter, this era typified the interaction of a strong electoral system 

tribal multimember districts. 

78According to Anthony Downs (1957, An Economic Theory of Democracy, Harper & Row, New 
York, p.28) politicians and parties formulate policies in order to win elections, rather than win 
elections in order to put policies into effect. 
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with an unstructured party system. However, Sartori suggests that g1Ven the 

constituency effect of plurality on the voter, this is an optimal waiting and/or 

facilitating condition for the development of structured party systems of the bipolar 

kind (two-party mechanics or moderate multipartism), and an obstructive condition 

as regards the development of extreme and polarised multipartism. 

However, the lines of cleavage that eventually led to the growth of a party 

system were reflected in, rather than caused by, the electoral system. During this 

period, parliament was dominated by those who represented the interests of 

conservative rural runholders, who feared the influence of the urban poor and the 

rule of the majority on politics which they foresaw with the advent of universal 

suffrage in 1879.79 For the nationalisation of the vote made the nationalisation of 

cleavages possible, and thus foreshadowed the rise of political parties. HO Proposals to 

establish multimember districts across the board, as contained in the 1858 

Representation Apportionment Bill mentioned earlier, were rejected by parliament 

because it was thought to give power to the most numerous, the working class, and 

deliver power from rural interests to the towns. HI In any case, rural interests were 

consolidated by other features of the electoral system. The property qualification for 

voting had always meant that those who owned property in more than one electorate 

were able to vote more than once in different electorates. This 'plural voting' clearly 

favoured large landowners, and accounted for higher voter registration and turnout 

particularly in the North Island, where larger centres allowed facilities for plural 

voting in adjoining districts. It was not until plural voting was abolished in 1889, ten 

years after the granting of manhood suffrage, that the principle of "one man-one vote" 

was finally accepted. 

Nevertheless, the electoral system continued to reflect the dominant interests 

in parliament. The practice of plural voting was only surrendered by rural MPs in 

79 Although manhood suffrage was introduced under Hall's conservative farmers' government, 
they had been maintained in power through the support of Liberal members from the Auckland 
area, who demanded these electoral reforms as the price of their support. The recent victories 
of Conservatives in Britain under a franchise widened in 1867 had made members of Hall's 
government less timid about electoral change than they might otherwise have been (Ritchie & 
Hoffman, 1986, p.36). 

8oNevertheless, it was not until the early twentieth century that voter participation reached a level 
comparable to modern democracies. 

81Ritchie & Hoffman, 1986, pp.20-21. 
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return for an increase in the 'country quota' to 28%. This country quota had existed 

informally until 1881, whereby the population of the average urban electorate was 

roughly 18% larger than the average of their rural counterparts, thanks to the 

influence of rural members in drawing up the electoral boundaries. In 1881 this 

quota was formalised at 25%, dropping to 18% in 1887, and back up to 28% two 

years later.82 The country quota was clearly endorsed by conservative governments as 

a means to weight the political balance in favour of the rural areas against the towns. 

In 1890 it stood once more at 18%, which meant that 100 votes in the country were 

worth 118 in the towns.83 Although there was one vote for every man (and every 

woman after 1893), it would be some time before all votes were equal. This 'shaping' 

of the electoral system by those in power who sought to gain from such alterations is 

consistent with the expectations of the theory presented in Chapter One regarding 

electoral system change. 

Even if an argument could be made that these features of the electoral system 

helped to polarise politics into a party system, this ignores the origins and 

motivations for these changes (inviting a circular argument), as well as the idea that 

the electoral system otherwise did not encourage voting for recognised groupings 

which transcended electoral boundaries. Although it must be concluded that the 

plurality electoral system does not stimulate the growth of parties per se, whether this 

means that a certain ~ of party system (notably the two party system) will be 

produced by the electoral system will be explored in the next chapter. What is 

important to note with regard to the period 1856-1891 in New Zealand is that in the 

absence of a party system but under the plurality electoral system there was 

significant governmental "instability" in terms of the technical definition of duration. 

Nevertheless, this does not automatically imply that the party system itself is 

necessary for stability. The concept of "stability" itself differs depending on the 

context, namely whether a party system exists or not and what form it takes if it does. 

In the period under scrutiny it is fairly clear that no party system existed, and that 

MPs acted in the best interests of their local electors to whom they were responsible. 

This very independence meant that MPs, as individuals or in a temporary regional 

82Ibid., pp.39-40, 42-43. 

83The Liberals did nothing to change this system, which worked in their electoral favour until 
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grouping, could bring down a government while justifiably serving their constituents. 

But the resulting "instability" indicated by frequent change of government and low 

cabinet durability is something of an anachronism based on experience of 

government by party, and usually one party. For stability did exist in this time, in 

most other senses of the word, and one of the reasons for this may have been the 

continuity of ministers throughout various changes of government. 

This explanation for stability becomes less feasible the more politics are 

defined as government by party, or more particularly government by one party. 

While party systems draw stability from the unity of a single party when it governs, 

this often precludes the stability which results from the continuity of ministers across 

changes of government. In other words, because of the fluidity of alliances at the 

time of focus, the actual rate of cabinet turnover was much slower than the rate of 

change of governments. This leads to doubt as to whether there was instability 

during this period at all, given the inability to vote an entire government out. In 

reality elections only become points of instability when parties appear, and for the 

remainder of the time it depends upon the actions of MPs. 

CONCLUSIONS 

In the first section of this chapter which examined the record of government stability 

for the period 1856-1890, it was found that according to the measure of 'cabinet 

duration', the governments of this era were short-lived and unstable. This instability 

did not arise from the results of elections but from the absence of stable groupings 

of representatives in parliament. No parties existed because regional interests and the 

relative homogeneity of political society mitigated the rise of national issue 

dimensions or cleavages. This meant that the issues which did tend to bring down 

governments once they formed were those that cut-across the parochial loyalties of 

their members. Until MPs organised themselves into 'structured' parties which 

represented interests spread across many electorates, the electoral system would have 

no effect upon stability, as all MPs were otherwise independent from each other in 

the eyes of the voters. 

1905. The country quota itself was not abolished until 1945. by the Labour government. 
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However, the fact that MPs were not linked to each other in their destiny by 

party affiliation also meant that the composition of ministries often remained 

continuous throughout the frequent 'changes' of government measured by cabinet 

durability. Thus, in situations where there is no government by party, or perhaps 

where government is shared by more than one party, the shortcomings of the 

measure of government duration reveals itself, and should be supplemented in turn 

by other data which might indicate underlying stability in ministerial or party 

durability. This confirms the distinction hinted at in the closing stages of the previous 

chapter, namely that the 'technical' level of stability measured by duration may not 

equate with the 'actual' level of stability, which includes factors of continuity. In 

effect, although individual governments were ephemeral and unstable in the absence 

of party control, the transcending 'stable instability' of this period occurred because 

government membership was not dictated by the exclusiveness single party rule. 

One begins to see that the potency of an electoral system in its effect on 

stability is very much reliant upon the existence of a structured party system. Without 

the intermediary variable of the party system, upon which the theory relating 

electoral systems to stability is dependent, the hypothesised effects of plurality on 

government survival were neutralised. What this chapter shows is that beyond the 

measure of cabinet durability, stability did exist in New Zealand without the presence 

of parties, while the influence of the electoral system remained fairly latent. In 

examining the absence of political parties in New Zealand politics, it becomes clear 

that regardless of whether a party system exists or not, the common denominator 

influencing stability is found in the action of the elected representatives. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

One-to ... Three Party Politics under 
Plurality 1891-1935 

Upon an examination of the pre-party era of New Zealand politics in the foregoing 

chapter, it was found that the plurality electoral system did not affect stability to any 

large degree, where a party system was not in operation. However, this chapter will 

take in the period when New Zealand political parties are forming, from the initial 

dominance of the Liberal Party to the three-way struggle between that party, Reform; 

and the rising Labour Party. With the introduction of the party system variable, the 

investigation of the effects of the electoral system on stability for this period will 

follow the approach of the theory in this field, as outlined in Chapters One and Two. 

In other words, the first half of this chapter will examine the effects of the electoral 

system on the emergence of the party system, while the second half investigates 

governmental stability from 1891-1935, and assesses what the role of the electoral 

system and the party system was on this record. 

This period begins with Ballance's Liberal government in 1891, which most 

historians agree is the first party government in New Zealand's history. The initial 

task of the first half of this chapter is to provide an overview of the party system, 

starting at this point and continuing until 1935, when the modern two party system 

was established. Following the "sociological" theory presented in Chapter One Part 

II, the parties of this period will be analysed in an effort to establish whether their 

emergence and persistence can be explained by their foundation in societal cleavages 

or other 'non-institutional' factors of the times. The first part of this chapter will then 

conclude with an appraisal of the influence of the electoral system on the party 

139 
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system, to determine what balance between institutional and sociological factors best 

explains the pattern of partisan politics for this period. 

The last half of this chapter will not only investigate what impact the arrival 

of political parties had on government stability from 1891-1935, but also whether the 

number of parties and their relative polarisation had any influence on this variable. 

This analysis begins with an examination of the duration and termination of 

governments in this era, which should signal the general impact of parties on 

stability. But the more specific hypotheses outlined in Chapter Two Part III, 

regarding the effect of different properties of the party system on stability, are put to 

the test with a study of the types of government which resulted. Finally, in line with 

the classic theory, the hypothesised power of the electoral system to affect the 

stability of governments will be evaluated, bearing in mind the influence this variable 

had on the party system and government type in this period. 

THE EMERGENCE OF POLITICAL PARTIES 
AND THE ROLE OF THE ELECTORAL SYSTEM 

Chapter Three concluded that the plurality electoral system itself did not cause the 

initial emergence of political parties in New Zealand. Clearly, certain societal 

conditions must be present before parties become established. But electoral systems 

will have an impact on a party's electoral success, in its role as translator of voting 

support to parliamentary support. We know from the theory of Chapter One the 

hypothesis that all electoral systems contain an element of disproportionality in this 

conversion process, but it has been further hypothesised that plurality systems are 

usually more disproportional than PR systems. This led to the notion that plurality 

promotes two-party systems, but this view has been challenged by those who believe 

that the number of parties is determined by societal factors. 1 

Figure 4.1 maps the iffective number of electoral parties and the iffective number of 
parliamentary parties for the period 1890-1935. Remember that the number of electoral 

parties is determined by the number of votes a party receives, and the number of 

ISee Chapter One of this thesis, Part II. 
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parliamentary parties is determined by the number of seats a party receives. The 

values for both in the graph are not nominal, rather, they are weighted according to 

the relative strength of each party, and as such they are known as the "effective" 

number of parties.2 When the parties are not equal in strength, the effective number 

will be lower than the actual number. The gap between the number of electoral and 

parliamentary parties indicates the disproportionality that the electoral system 

affords. 

Although the plurality electoral system served to put some distance between 

the number of electoral parties and the number of parliamentary parties (through its 

disproportional effects), from Figure 4.1 it could also be concluded that a two party 

system was hardly the norm for this period. The number of electoral parties stayed 

above two all of the time, often climbing up to three in the second half of this 

period, reaching the apogee of three and a half parties on several occasions after 

1919. But a party system as such is not usually classified by the number of electoral 

parties, rather it is the number of parties represented in parliament that is deemed 

most important. Despite the disproportionality of the plurality electoral system, the 

number of parliamentary parties reflected to a lesser degree the level of electoral 

fractionalisation of this period. Until 1908 the number of parliamentary parties 

fluctuated above and below two, after which time the party system hovered around 

2In modern comparative politics, a high degree of consensus has been reached on how the 
number of parties should be measured. Rae (1967) played a pioneering role by proposing an 
index of fractionalisation based both on the number of parties and their relative size. Markku 
Laakso and Rein Taagepera ({ 1979} "Effective" Number of Parties: A Measure with 
Application to Western Europe, Comparative Political Studies. vo1.12 no.1, April, p.3-27) 
improved these indices by transforming them into the 'effective number of parties'(N ), which 
can be calculated using vote shares(v) or seat shares(s), to obtain the effective number of 
electoral (N v) and parliamentary parties (N s) respectively: 

N v : 1 N s = 

(where i is the proportion of votes or seats of the i th party) 

The big advantage of N is that it can be visualised easily as the number of parties. For 
example, with three exactly equal parties, the effective number formula yields a value of 3.00. 
But if one of these parties is weaker than the other two, the effective number of parties will be 
somewhere between 2.00 and 3.00, depending on the relative strength of the third party 
(Lijphart, 1994, pp.68-69). 
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the two and a half mark, before reaching the peak of the three party system in 1928. 

A realignment followed, and for the fIrst time a settled two party system emerged. 

Clearly, if plurality electoral systems do lead to two party systems, then during 

this period there must have been other factors at play which caused this fluctuation 

in the effective number of parties, ranging from 1.74 to 3.44. If we remember 

Sartori's typology of "feeble" and "strong" electoral and party systems from Chapter 

One, this may help to explain the theoretical anomaly. In this particular case, let us 

assume that the plurality electoral system in New Zealand was "strong", because of 

its purported effect in reducing the number of parties to two. Then the question 

becomes whether the party system during this time was also "strong"; that is, 

whether it had reached the level of structural consolidation. This occurs when 

electors relate more to the party's abstract image than personality-oriented voting, so 

that the parties become seen as the natural avenues for 'channelment' in the political 

society.3 

According to Sartori, if a party system is structured in such a way in 

coincidence with a plurality electoral system, then a national two party system will 

result, as shown in Figure 1.2 (position I).4 However, when a strong electoral system 

encounters an unstructured party system (Figure 1.2, position III), there is only a 

constituency effect. More specifIcally this is a constraining effect on the voter that 

translates itself into a reductive effect on the constituent parties, but not necessarily 

on the number of parties represented nationally. 5 The 'structuring' of the party 

system in New Zealand at this time required the recognition of parties beyond each 

electorate. By proclaiming that they represented certain sectors of society, parties 

could become "structured" as agents of channelment across all electorates. The next 

task is to examine the extent to which the parties of this era attempted to seize the 

imagination of certain groups in society, to base themselves on these cleavages, and 

how this related to their electoral success. 

3Sartori, 1968, p.281. The voters cannot identify themselves with an abstract party image as long 
as the image is not provided. 

4See Chapter One of this thesis, p.49. 

5Remembering that according to Sartori, electoral systems cannot produce reductive effects on the 
national scale. The constituency impact remains, encouraging two-candidate races at the 
district level. 
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Cleavages and the party system 

From 1890 to 1908 there was, for all intents and purposes, only one political party in 

New Zealand, the Liberal Party. The dominance of the Liberals is reflected in the 

reading of the effective number of parliamentary parties for this period from Figure 

4.1: the number frequently slips below two to depict a one-and-three-quarters party 

system. Moreover, the calculation used to produce these figures assumes, for the sake 

of simplicity, that two other "parties" existed during this period, the "Opposition" 

and "Others". In fact, these non-Liberal groups were not parties: the "Opposition" 

contained those MPs who remained from Atkinson's Scarecrow Ministry as well as 

others representing the interests of conservatives and large rural runholders; and the 

"Others" are those MPs who were non-aligned or independent. The fact that they 

weren't parties meant that these groups were not "structured", in that their collective 

entity was not recognised beyond the electorate leve1.6 

The Liberals themselves were not well-organised to begin with, as both 

Atkinson and Ballance had led loosely-knit teams, and not parties, to the polls in 

1890, with candidates either pledging support to the Ministry or to the Opposition. 7 

The manifesto issued by each leader was aimed at gaining as broad-based support as 

possible, and reveals that the ideological gap between the Government and 

Opposition was slight. Nor is this surprising, given that both groupings were now 

competing for the votes of a greatly enlarged electorate. Nevertheless, the growth of 

cleavage politics was apparent by this time and began to be reflected by groupings in 

the House. Rural voters tended to support Atkinson and not Ballance over the issue 

of land tax, while recently-enfranchised organised labour was firmly behind the 

Liberals, who had put forward the workers' case during the Maritime strike of 1890 

and who actively sought the urban vote.8 

6This also means that the data presented in Figure 4.1 has its limitations, as the calculation of the 
effective number of parties necessarily grouped the "Opposition" and the "Others" as separate 
parties. The result is that the party system may have been even more complex than is presented 
here. 

70nce again, such support was always conditional upon the needs of the locality, and might be 
limited to the endorsement of only some of the leader's policies. 

8According to Richardson, contemporaries were quick to acknowledge a connection between the 



Chapter Four 145 

But despite these initial differences in support, the years of Liberal rule that 

followed were marked by consensus rather than conflict. The Liberals managed to 

maintain a very broad-based level of support, by appealing across the growing divide 

between urban labour and the middle-class, and rural and urban property owners. 

Organised labour co-operated with Liberal majorities because they introduced social, 

political, and industrial reforms. The Liberals made inroads into the rural community 

through continued public works schemes, and by creating opportunites for the 

landless and small farmers to establish their own farms through attempts to break-up 

large runholdings, as well as extending crown leaseholdings. It was the ability of the 

Liberals to appeal to a very broad base of urban workers, small townspeople and 

small property holders under the universal franchise which allowed it gain a majority 

of the seats, and usually a majority of the votes. 

What was new about the Liberal government was not necessarily this broad 

base of consensus. The governments of the 'Continuous Ministry' had survived 

relatively intact because of the general consensus on the policy of development. The 

difference arose once the Liberals were in government, as they sought to establish 

themselves as a. cohesive political party. The party was established by the MPs 

themselves, or more specifically, through the parliamentary leadership of Ballance 

and Seddon after the 1890 election. Although party cohesion and discipline were not 

strong by modern standards, it was sufficient for the Liberals to always maintain 

confidence in the House.9 This was quite a feat considering the manner in which 

most of their predecessors lost office (see the previous chapter). 

Thus the dominant one party system of this time was founded on a moderate 

programme that spanned the embryonic socio-economic cleavage, and the general 

appeal of this stance to the electorate encouraged Liberal MPs to toe the line. By the 

time of the 1893 election, Seddon had required from candidates a pledge of support 

in return for official recognition as "Liberal". This practice, known as the "hallmark", 

strike, labour's involvement in politics, and the defeat of the Atkinson government (Len 
Richardson {1992) Parties and Political Change, in O.W. Rice (ed.) Oxford History of New 
Zealand, Second edition, Oxford University Press, Auckland, pp.201-202). 

9Concern at the growing unity and discipline of the Liberal government caused the establishment 
of a parliamentary committee in 1891 to report upon the working of party government in New 
Zealand.The committee, after condemning a system which placed the executive in a "whirl of 
political debauchery" by reinforcing party cohesion, recommended the ministry be elected by 
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was widely condemned but extremely effective in ensuring unity. Equally important 

was the recognition by candidates that association with the Liberals, and particularly 

the leadership of Seddon, would help to ensure their electoral success. Thus it is clear 

that the forces that structure parties are not always based on societal cleavages, as it 

was recognised by Bogdanor in Chapter One that the power of a politician's 

personality could have just as potent appeal. lO The Liberals were 'internally created' 

in the sense that they were first born in the parliamentary arena (through the alliance 

and fusion of MPs) and then expanded outward as an electoral, vote-seeking party. 

However, it is also questionable whether the party reached full structural 

consolidation, given the emphasis on personality-oriented voting at this time. 

Control from the top was the key element in maintaining the Liberals' policy 

of moderation and avoidance of sectoral politics. Outside Parliament, Liberal 

organisations remained a loose assemblage of electorate and regional associations, 

having little input into policy-making or even candidate selection. Although a 

national Lib-Lab Federation was set up in 1899 to cement the working class vote, the 

parliamentary leaderhip of the party easily remained in charge, ensuring that the 

broad-based appeal of the party was not subverted by party radicals. 11 In 1895, when 

William Pember Reeves introduced a new round of Labour Bills into parliament, 

they were actually voted against by his fellow Government members, as Seddon had 

warned that the government would not legislate for only one class. 12 This highlights 

the willingness of the Liberals to retain support from as wide a spectrum as possible 

rather than lean to one side, so as not to give the Opposition the opportunity of 

gathering both small and large property holders under their own aegis. The Liberals 

were in fact a moderate, and very large, centre party. They recognised that a socio-

parliament as a whole (Leicester C. Webb (1940}Government in New Zealand, Department of 
Internal Affairs, Wellington, pp.22-23). 

IDrhroughout their history, the Liberals tended to run hot or cold depending on the quality of their 
leadership rather than their policy, broad-based as it was. This indicates that the Liberal voters 
were not so much strictly voting for a policy-committed party, but rather a ready-made 
government behind a strong leader. 

II The pragmatist nature of the Liberals' policy was revealed in 1894, when Seddon rejected a set 
of radical policy proposals put forward by the Auckland Liberal Association as a "very nice 
little pill" but "not one that he could swallow" (R.M. Burdon {1955) King Dick: A Biography 
of Richard John Seddon, Whitcombe & Tombs, Christchurch, p.132). Thereafter he imposed 
his will by reserving to himself the final voice in candidate selection. 

12Keith Sinclair (1965) William Pember Reeves: New Zealand Fabian, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 
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economic cleavage was emerging 1n New Zealand and that their support was 

consequendy very diverse in its origin, so they consciously continued with wide

reaching and pragmatic policies to please the majority.13 

The Opposition remained weak as it suffered from a run of ineffective and 

frequendy changing leadership, which was pardy a symptom of the Liberals' success 

at capturing such cross-sectional electoral support. 14 They had cornered the market, 

and the Opposition was only left with the core support of the old propertied elite. By 

1902, more voters supported candidates who were independents or belonged to 

small parties than those who made up the conservative Opposition. Thus although it 

might appear from Figure 4.1 that two parties existed at this time, the Opposition 

found it difficult to set themselves up as a party once the Liberals had neutered any 

potential sectoral conflict, and consequendy found themselves fighting for 

recognition amongst the independents. But the consensus upon which the Liberal 

Party was built was fragile, considering that New Zealand society continued to 

develop rapidly during this period. Rather like a skier whose skis slide further apart 

sideways, the Lib.erals were losing control of their increasingly polarised constituent 

sectors: both inevitably result in the splits. 

The impetus for the sharper recognition of social divisions in New Zealand 

initially came from grass-roots organisations, subverting the catch-allism of the 

Liberal party but more accurately reflecting cleavage politics as they were. The 

interests of small and large rural land holders allied against the Liberal government, 

despite the fact that many of the small farmers had only become established with 

their help. The now-unified rural sector demanded more of the government, and 

formed Farmers' Unions to air their grievances publicly.ls By 1908 the Liberals 

themselves were so split on the key issue of the granting of freehold land that they 

did nothing, and so the support of the Union and most of the rural community 

p.217. 

13Richardson, 1992, pp.206-208. 

14The very moderation which the Liberals exercised led W.R. Russell, who reluctantly accepted 
the Opposition leadership in 1895, to seriously promote a coalition with the Liberals so that 
radicalism might be curbed (Ibid., p.209). 

15These demands included the granting of the freehold to Crown leasehold lands, increased public 
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swung behind the newly formed Reform Party. Reform was established in 1909 by 

William Massey, who had been leader of the Opposition since 1903, and it also 

actively sought to garner the support of urban property holders. A New Zealand 

Employers' Federation had been formed in 1902 to protest against the Liberals' 

industrial relations policy of compulsory arbitration and the increasing intervention 

of the Labour Department. Attracted by pronUses of less state interference, urban 

employers also threw their support behind Reform, thereby signalling the marriage of 

urban and rural propertied interests under this party. 

The Liberals were also subject to the growth of discontent among wage-earners on 

their left flank. A frustrated labour movement began to question the system of 

arbitration for industrial disputes and the political alliance with the Liberals that had 

produced it. The Liberals had done litde else after an initial spate of social reforms to 

alleviate the plight of the working class, whose real wages were falling constandy. 

Itinerant Labour and Social Democrat parties sprang up independendy, but had 

limited electoral support early on. Instead, the efforts of labour and particularly the 

"Red Federation" of Unions were concentrated upon industrial action, by opting out 

of the arbitration process and striking. 16 Reform's eventual accession to government 

in 1912 set the scene for a confrontation between the Government and the Red 

Feds. Urban wage-earner unrest was by now widespread, and a new generation were 

growing up in poorer suburbs and inner city areas whose political expectations were 

essentially urban: rural setdement, the mainstay of so much Liberal reform, was never 

more than a dream to them. Their more immediate concerns were their present 

working conditions and low wages. 

Faced with an apparendy aggressive government after the suppresslOn of 

strikes at Waihi in 1912 and the Wellington waterside in 1913, the Red Feds 

discarded their contempt for politics, and took over the leadership of the Social 

works on roads and the like to open up isolated rural areas, free trade, and the increased 
availability of cheap credit for farmers. 

16The Liberal leader Ward, not wanting to alienate working class support for his party, took a soft 
line on the striking workers, which in turn earned him the suspicion of his own conservative 
country back-benchers. This was a gift for the opposition Reform Party, which united farmers 
and employers behind the call that the Liberals were "soft on Socialism". Massey's stand 
against the Blackball strikers of 1908 allowed him to pose as defender of 'true liberalism', 
while Ward, by his indecisiveness, had betrayed the 'liberal heritage' according to Massey. 
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Democratic Party. But political labour was split between this party and the less 

radical New Zealand Labour Party that had been formed in 1910 by the Trades and 

Labour Councils, as well as a number of independent labour candidates. 

Nevertheless, the arrival of war in 1914 brought more sharply into focus the social 

cost of government policies directed by men of property, and provided the final 

impetus towards formation of a working class party. 

Economic grievances which resulted from the handling of the wartime 

economy drove labour groups together. Farmers and other producers profited from 

the comandeering of New Zealand's chief exports by Britain, but this caused 

domestic prices to escalate while the wages of workers remained static. In July 1916 

the united New Zealand Labour Party was finally founded, and the decision by 

Labour politicians to remain outside the Reform-Liberal wartime coalition 

government reinforced their claim to be the true parliamentary Opposition. Several 

Liberals joined the Labour groups in the protest against the profiteering, but the one 

issue that sealed labour unity was the introduction of military conscription in August 

1916. Liberal MPs drew back as Labour campaigned against conscription and 

emerged as the party of urban protest. 

The Liberals could do little to counter the accumulation of working class 

support under Labour while still in the wartime coalition. Once the war ended the 

Liberal leader Ward quicldy withdrew from the coalition and offered the electorate a 

radical policy programme, not only to present itself as a party distinct from Reform, 

but also to stave off the challenge from Labour for the working class vote. 17 

Conversely, wartime by-election success had raised Labour's expectations, and their 

leader Harry Holland now sought to drive the other two parties together. This task 

had been made easier by their co-operation in government, but Labour had to 

present itself as a credible alternative government. Amore moderate stance was 

adopted, and Labour candidates stressed 'improvement' rather than 'transformation' 

in the 1919 election campaign. Like Reform and the Liberals, Labour consciously 

tried to establish the claim to be the true heirs of Ballance and Seddon, in an attempt 

to capture the moderate votes of the centre that the Liberals had previously held. 

17 Reform denounced Ward's opportunism and the failure of the Liberals to keep a united front 
against the Socialists. Once again Massey was attempting to knock Labour and the Liberals 
together as radicals, while he pitched for the voters in the centre of the political spectrum. 
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The 1919 election set-up the pattern that was to eventually lead to the two-party 

system. Although its percentage of votes fell, Reform remained the 'premier farmer's 

party'. Labour consolidated its support among the urban working class, but had 

already begun to reach out for the middle ground of politics in its bid to become a 

mass party. Predictably, the Liberals suffered the most, with a more radical 

programme alienating support in the countryside to Reform, but coming too late to 

arrest the drift to Labour in the cities. Only in the smaller towns, especially in the 

South Island, did the Liberals retain their support. Thus by the first twenty years of 

the twentieth century the interests of property and labour had diverged to the point 

where the consensus that the Liberals had held together disintegrated. The rival 

sectional interests had each produced a political party (Reform and Labour). Their 

wider party organisations, however, remained rudimentary for some time, and so the 

Liberals were able to continue for some time as the party of consensus, cutting 

across cleavage lines. 

Thus the 1920s were typified by the existence of three major parties and a 

considerable number of independent candidates, while a fairly high and fluctuating 

level of non-voting indicated that this was a period of political uncertainty. As the 

Liberals largely abandoned their flirtation with radical reform designed to win back 

support from the left, there were now two parties of the status quo, and voters 

moved in some numbers between them. Liberal and Reform kept a solid 

conservative majority of voters behind them throughout the decade, and, as a 

Coalition, maintained it in 1931.18 However, the prosperity that sustained the rural 

support for Reform came to an abrupt end in 1921-22, and rural activists in the north 

established a Country Party which fed off this rural discontent,19 Although Reform 

moved to head off this challenge to their rural votes with a series of strategic 

concessions, the interests of urban wage earners were seen to take second place to 

those of the farmers in the 1920s, as their wages were continually reduced by the 

l8Both parties subscribed to conventional political wisdom which regarded farming as the central 
economic activity, an analysis which ran counter to the facts of social change. It has been 
estimated that, from 1911-1926,40% of the population changed their place ofresidence from 
rural to urban (Richardson, 1992, pp.219-220). 

19From 1925-1935 the Country Party contested a handful of North Island seats, and by virtue of 
an electoral alliance with the Liberals, their leader Captain Henry Rushworth won the Bay of 
Islands seat in 1928. 
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Government-controlled Arbitration Court. Faced with an aggress1ve government, 

these workers spurned the Liberals and turned to Labour. Although this further shift 

of support is accurately reflected in the results of the 1922 election, the results had 

also clearly demonstrated that without rural votes Labour could never hope to 

govern. 

The key to these rural votes, as it had been for the early Liberals, was land 

policy. Until 1925 Labour's land policy was closely linked to the idea that all land 

would eventually be nationalised, and it was this which was seen to have caused the 

rebuff they experienced at the 1925 election.2o Armed with a more moderate rural 

policy Labour approached the 1928 election with the expectation that it would fight a 

straight battle with Reform. To everyone's surprise, the declining United (Liberal) 

Party won a plurality of seats, due to the re-emergence of the septuagenarian Ward as 

leader, coupled with the erstwhile electoral carrot of a promise to borrow for 

development.21 United had profited from both rural and urban disillusionment with 

Reform and with Coates as leader, and presented itself as a new conservative party 

somewhat to the right of Reform, attracting votes with a universally popular policy. 

Once again it seemed that the three party system was still alive. 

However, it soon became apparent that United had little new to offer, and the 

government simply stopped in its tracks. The succession of Forbes as prime minister 

after the death of Ward made fusion with Reform more certain, as his policies were 

more rigidly orthodox. The coalition that was eventually formed between Reform 

and United in 1931 appeared as an almost inevitable development, particularly as a 

British National Coalition Government had also been created to deal with the 

Depression of the 1930s. Once again Labour stayed outside the Coalition, and 

although Forbes and Coates won the 1931 election, it is significant that Labour now 

had the greatest level of popular support for a single party. Moreover, a high level of 

non-voting and increased support for independent and Country Party candidates 

indicated that the Government was losing ground. 

2oRkhardson, 1928, p.222. 

21With his eyesight now badly failing, Ward had misread his speech-notes and promised to 
borrow seventy million pounds immediately instead of over ten years. 
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This loss of support continued in the lead-up to the 1935 election. The 

government's decision to devalue the currency in 1933 caused a split between the 

urban and rural wings of both parties. The ultra-conservative New Zealand Legion 

had been formed in 1931 by dissatisfied Reform Party men, who favoured minimal 

state interference but had been overlooked as Coalition candidates for the election of 

that year. They were joined in 1933 by businessmen and professionals alienated by 

the government's decision to devalue, and in 1935 at least six ex-Legionnaires stood 

as candidates for the ultra-conservative Democratic Party which, by splintering the 

conservative vote, increased the size of Labour's majority.22 

Meanwhile, if the Coalition's unimaginative and dilatory response to the 

Depression worked to Labour's benefit in the countryside, it prepared the way for an 

electoral landslide in the cities. As politicians prepared to face the 1935 election, few 

envisaged a Coalition victory. Neither partner had kept an effective organisation alive 

between elections, and encouraged by the size of its combined vote in 1931, the 

Coalition had taken no measures to bind the two parties together. The sectional 

divisions (especially between town and country) that had been evident in 

conservative ranks in the 1920s had been stretched to breaking point by the 

Depression, while the electoral mistrust that had hindered Labour's progress had 

diminished. Labour extended beyond its blue-collar base to attract many formerly 

sceptical white collar and middle class voters, while the death of Holland and his 

replacement by Savage as leader of the party helped confirm this new image. Unlike 

the Coalition and the new Democratic Party, Labour was well-organised, with 

numerous and active branches, affiliation with trade unions, a programme of 

financial and welfare measures, and strong leadership. After around twenty years of 

three party competition, there had arrived a clear choice between two political 

groupings by the time of the 1935 election. 

Although three parties had survived for some time during this period, they 

represented different points along the single socioeconomic cleavage. An urban-rural 

issue dimension seemed possible with the emergence of the Country Party, but was 

largely subsumed into the sectoral conflict over economic and social policy, as 

different groups sought the benefaction of the government. Nevertheless, the 

22Michael Pugh (1971) The New Zealand Legion 1932-1935 ,New Zealand Journal of History, 
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number of parliamentary parties still does not correspond to Taagepera and 

Grofman's predictive rule that they should equal the number of issue dimensions 

plus one.23 However, the persistence of three parties is to be expected given the shift 

from a dominant party system to a two party system in this period of dealignment 

then realignment, as new parties emerged from the flanks of the Liberal Party to 

eventually engulf it. 

Thus the three party system was not as polarised as it might appear, as the 

support of the Liberals tended to overlap that of the other two parties. This indicates 

that the tendency of the party system was centripetal, as Reform and then Labour 

also sought to accommodate the electorally fruitful centre of the socioeconomic 

spectrum. Moreover, parties which extolled more extreme positions along this 

dimension, such as the Democratic Party on the right and the Communists on the 

left, failed to increase their electoral support as the two party system emerged (see 

Table 4.1). The shape of political opinion in New Zealand consequently resembled a 

single-peaked centrally-located curve, rather than a multi-dimensional, multi-peaked 

pattern. Therefore, although a three party system existed during this period, 

ideological polarisation remained relatively low, due to the dominance of a single 

societal cleavage and the corresponding tendency of the electorate towards the centre 

of this spectrum. 

The electoral system and the party system 

While it is clear that the plurality electoral system did not prevent the existence of a 

three party system in New Zealand at this time, it should not be assumed that the 

electoral system had no effect on the party system at all. To determine what 

influence, if any, plurality had, it is necessary to examine more closely the translations 

from votes to seats that the electoral system produced. Table 4.1 plots the 

percentages of the votes and seats that each party received at elections from 1891 to 

1935.24 Also included is the Average Index of Disproportionality (D ), which 

vol.l no.l, p.69. 

23See Chapter One, pp.52-53. 

24Source for votes and seats data is Wilson, 1985. The elections of 1908 and 1911 are in italics 
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measures the deviation of parties' seat shares from their vote shares. 25 Arend 

Lijphart(1994) found that this measure of disproportionality showed a negative 

correlation with the effective number of parliamentary parties in the seventy electoral 

systems that he studied.26 While this implies that the more disproportional an 

electoral system is, the lower the number of parties represented, it may also mean 

that the number of parties present may also have an effect on the disproportionality 

of the electoral system. In fact, it has often been said that where more than two 

parties appear under plurality, the results will be all the more disproportional. This 

will be kept in mind when comparing the results of this study with those in the next 

chapter, which examines the impact of the electoral system on the predominantly 

two party period that followed this one. 

In order to measure Duverger's "mechanical" factor, one may simply 

compare each party's percentage of the total vote with its percentage of the total 

seats in the legislature, to determine whether the small or minor parties are 

underrepresented and the larger parties over-represented. This disproportionality, 

represented in general for each election by the average index figure D, should lead to 

a reduction of the number of parties, and in the case of plurality the hypothetical 

tendency is towards a two party system. Testing the "psychological" factor requires a 

more indirect approach, but this may be done by examination of the percentage of 

votes for parties over a series of elections, where their fortunes have been influenced 

by the mechanical effect. 

because they used the second ballot majority system. The "Labour" column includes support 
for various labour and socialist parties before they amalgamated in 1916 to form the New 
Zealand Labour Party. 

25The author has used Michael Gallagher's ({ 1991 } Proportionality, Disproportionality and 
Electoral Systems, Electoral Studies, vo1.10 no.l, pp.38-40) "least squares index" to calculate 
this figure, as it tends to register a few large deviations much more strongly than a lot of small 
ones, when the latter could be expected as a general result of all electoral systems: 

Lijphart(1994, p.62) relies on this index above other measures of disproportionality, because 
he regards it as the most sensitive and faithful reflection of the disproportionality of election 
results. 

26Lijphart, 1994, p.76. 
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Table 4.1: New Zealand Election Results 1890-1935: Percentage of 

Votes and Seats by Party, and Average Index of 

Disproportional ity(D) 

Liberals Labour Others 
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In the beginning we find that Liberal dominance as a recognised political party across 

electorates allowed it to gain a disproportionately larger share of the seats from its 

leading tally of votes. However, this was less the case initially in 1890, when the 

Opposition gained a disproportionately larger share of seats than its votes allowed, 

despite trailing the Liberals by some distance in terms of votes. This unusual 

occurrence of the overrepresentation of a party coming second under plurality, while 

the leading party is slightly underrepresented, is probably able to be explained by the 

undeveloped nature of the party system at this time. Neither the Liberals nor the 

Opposition could be seen as a party at the time of the actual election, so to point out 

a relationship between a group's votes and the seats they received for this election 

may be fallacious. Although the two general groups existed before the election, it was 

only once parliament met that the MPs decided for certain upon which side they 

would fall. The vote to seat ratio had less to do with a national electoral verdict, and 

more to do with the aggregated votes that had been required to win each seat, and 

then which way these seats went after the election. 

Once the Liberals had established themselves as a party this element of 

randomness decreases in significance, as electorate contests began to be fought along 

party lines and on issues that extended beyond the borders of each constituency. 

While a core of rural electorates supported the Opposition, the Liberals tended to 

win the more numerous closely contested 'mixed' seats, which gave them a higher 

return of seats to votes. In other words, despite the fact that rural seats were 

reasonably safe for the Opposition, the very lack of competition in these contests 

means that the seat was often won with a very large number of the votes, usually an 

overwhelming majority. On the other hand, where seats are more closely contested, 

the greater number of more evenly-spaced competitors usually means that the seat is 

won with much fewer votes, usually only a plurality. The establishment of the 

Liberals as a national and moderate centre party increased the competition in many 

constituent contests, thereby reducing the number of votes required to win seats. 

A pattern was established whereby moderate parties with evenly-spread 

support could not only win the most votes, but would also receive a proportionately 

larger number of seats. For twenty years the Liberal Party reaped the rewards of this 

effect of the electoral system, but they were aided by the lack of competition offered 

by the Opposition and other non-Liberal MPs. It has already been recognised that 
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these groups of representatives had difficulty in garnering opposition to the 

programme of the Liberals, but their "unstructured" parties were also disadvantaged 

electorally by their inability to project themselves beyond the level of individual 

electorate contests.27 Thus the fluctuating but reasonably high level of 

disproportionality (D ) for this period is not only a testament to the bonuses that the 

electoral system awarded to the Liberals, but also to the deprivations incurred by the 

Opposition and the Independents (Others), due to their non-reification as parties 

across the country.28 In fact, the number of Independent MPs and their voting 

support remained relatively high throughout this entire period, providing a persistent 

source of disproportionality as well as inflating the effective number of parliamentary 

parties (see Figure 4.1). 

The disproportionality of the electoral system probably reinforced, but did 

not cause, the existence of a hegemonic one party system under the Liberals. It 

certainly could not save the Liberals from the growth of parties which more 

accurately reflected the conflict inherent in the socio-economic cleavage between 

property owners and workers. Although Reform had been officially formed in 1909, 

and a united Labour party only arrived in 1916, the existence of smaller labour 

parties and candidates since 1902 indicates that this process of erosion of Liberal 

support was occurring more or less simultaneously. Thus politics never really settled 

down into a two party system after the initial dominance of the Liberals, and the 

plurality electoral system did not seem to be effective in halting the development of a 

three party system. 

In recognition that the Liberals' support was being threatened from both sides by 

these two new groups, Ward successfully proposed the adoption of the Second 

27 In other words, Opposition candidates were effectively seen as independents by the electorate. 
In rural electorates, class attitudes remained subordinate to local or community questions, 
which helps to explain the lack of impetus for the formation of a party based entirely on the 
support of rural conservatives. 

28 This begs the question of whether the use of a variable like 'disproportionality' is appropriate 
when the party system is not yet structured, as little account of cross-national electoral support 
is acknowledged by those who are not organised or recognised to this extent. For this reason it 
is useless for analysing the effects of electoral systems during periods when no parties exist 
(like the period examined in the previous of this chapter), but its inclusion here is warranted by 
the existence of at least one recognisable party early on in this period, particularly as it is 
argued that the electoral system facilitated the dominance of this party while it stood alone. 
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Ballot majority electoral system for the elections of 1908 and 1911. Under this 

system, if no candidate secured an absolute majority, a second contest was held 

between the two candidates who had polled highest in the first poll to determine the 

winner. Ward calculated that narrow Opposition wins, with Labour running third, 

would be turned into Liberal victories by re-routing the Labour votes. The adoption 

of this system was also seen as a method for enforcing party discipline in the absence 

of an effective party organisation. The Liberals were conc~rned that their votes were 

being split where more than one 'Liberal' candidate stood in an electorate. The 

second ballot was supposed to allow the sectionalism and radicalism that was 

contained within Liberal politics to express itself in the first ballot, while the second 

poll would restore party unity by forcing the party supporters to all get behind what 

(was assumed) would be one Liberal candidate.29 

In reality, the use of the second ballot in 1908 and 1911 had litde effect on 

the end result, as those seats which did change hands on the second poll largely 

cancelled each other out. The only net gainer from the second ballot process in 1911 

was Labour, which won three seats where it had been behind on the first ballot. 30 

Given that it was employed in single-member districts, the double ballot majority 

system tended to produce similar results as plurality because it encouraged 

competition between the two leading candidates in the final and decisive vote. The 

system still required one winner from each electorate, and the presence of the second 

vote simply made tactical voting more explicit. Thus in this case of New Zealand, the 

second ballot system did not multiply the number of parties as hypothesised by 

Duverger.31 

Therefore it seemed that neither an absolute nor a simple majority electoral 

system could halt the rise of a three party system. However, the introduction of three 

parties into the electoral system did cause wild fluctuations in the overall level of 

disproportionality from one election to the next, as is seen in the values calculated 

for D in Table 4.1. While the 1908 election was marked by a reasonable 

proportionality of representation, even for the fledgling Labour vote, the 1911 

29David Hamer (1987) The Second Ballot, New Zealand Journal of History, vol.21 no.2, April, 
p.102. 

30Ibid., p.106. 
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election awarded Reform more seats than the Uberals despite the fact that Reform 

received less votes overall. The return to simple plurality in 1914 brought a more 

proportional outcome, but this may have been attributable to an electoral alliance 

between the Uberals and the Social Democrat Party not to stand against each other, 

in order to prevent a split in the anti-Reform vote. This recognised the constraining 

effect on the voter at the constituency level that Sartori described in Chapter One, 

and the outcome of this manoeuvre was to effectively reduce each electorate contest 

to a competition between two candidates where wasted votes were minimised. This 

electoral accommodation acted to lower the overall threshold of representation for 

Labour and assured them a reasonable return of seats, because their votes were able 

to be concentrated towards a limited number of seats which they were more likely to 

win.32 

Nevertheless, the election of 1919 revealed the disproportionalities possible 

in a three party system operating under plurality. In terms of votes, the three parties 

were closer together than they had ever been before, but the huge bonus of seats to 

Reform highlighted the proclivity of plurality systems to reward the winner, despite 

the margin of victory. This was also the first occasion that Labour had been 

significantly discriminated against by the electoral system. Although it had more than 

doubled its 1914 vote, its return of only eight seats was a disappointment to the 

Labour leadership,33 which indicates that contemporaries were well aware of the 

disproportionality of the electoral system. 

Yet although this was a clear indication of the mechanical effect of the 

electoral system, it was not followed by a discernible psychological effect on Labour's 

vote, as hypothesised by Duverger. Labour's share of the vote stayed the same at the 

next election, and continued to rise at successive elections. From 1922 Labour's 

share of seats was more closely related to its vote than in 1919, and despite another 

dip in 1925 seats kept reasonable pace with votes. A decline in Labour's vote due to 

the psychological effects that the electoral system afforded did not occur, because the 

party was usually not discriminated against by the mechanical effects of the electoral 

31See Chapter One, page 34 footnote 48 in this thesis. 

32Lipset & Rokkan (1967, p.31) noted that under plurality, the threshold of representation that a 
new party faces depends on the strategies adopted by the established parties. 
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system 1n any sustained or significant way.34 Although under three parties the 

electoral system afforded an average level of disproportionality of 10.93 during this 

period,35 the variance in the range of these values from 3.43 to 19.59 suggests that 

this disproportionality did not impact consistently enough over time or upon anyone 

party to reduce the overall number of parties in the system. 

Labour was also able to obtain a reasonable level of representation 1n 

parliament because many of their early seats, such as those won by Semple and 

Fraser in 1918, came from by-elections.36 These contests were not subject to the 

mechanical and psychological factors that contributed to disproportionality in 

plurality elections, because they were contained entirely within a single electorate. 

Moreover, the anti-government vote which is a feature of many by-elections went to 

Labour in these particular cases, because of the coalition which characterised both of 

the other two parties as the 'government'. Moreover, for constituency contests in 

general elections towards the end of this period, the presence of Reform and United 

candidates tended to split the vote on the right, which also allowed Labour to win 

individual seats for a relatively low number of votes. 

As a further indication that the party system was only partially structured, 

many constituency contests did not feature candidates from all three parties. In some 

cases this situation arose through the various electoral accommodations made by 

parties in electorate contests, often on an ad hoc, case by case basis. But at other 

times parties would not stand a candidate because they were either insufficiently 

resourced, or they recognised that their chances of winning were slim. In Labour's 

case, as with many new parties, it took some time before a full slate of candidates was 

33Richardson, 1992, p.219. 

34 The psychological effect which results from a poor showing of seats usually takes two 
consecutive elections of this kind before it begins to appear. Labour's share of seats was never 
hugely disproportional to its electoral support for consecutive elections, thus not allowing 
sufficient time for its voters to become discouraged and shift their support elsewhere. In this 
way the spiral of 'polarisation' that was mentioned in Chapter One was avoided. 

35This level of disproportionality is fairly normal for plurality systems, but would be extremely 
high for a system which claimed to be more proportional. See Lijphart ({ 1994) Appendix B, 
pp.160-l62) for average disproportionalities of seventy electoral systems from 1945-90. 

36Paddy Webb (Grey) and James McCombs (Lyttleton) had earlier won their seats through by
elections in 19l3. 
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presented.37 Although this reduces the chances of winning seats, it also decreases the 

number of votes for losing candidates, which minimises the disproportionality visited 

upon the party by the electoral system. In turn, the likelihood that a party will be 

psychologically discouraged by the mechanical effects of plurality is diminished, 

which helps to explain the persistence of three parties under plurality during this 

period. 

Judging from the comparative evidence presented in Chapter One on the initial 

alignment of party systems in other countries, one might have expected Labour, as 

the rising working class party, to lobby for a change to a more proportional electoral 

system. However, as we have seen, the evidence is ambiguous as to whether Labour 

was always the victim of the electoral system. Leaders like Holland could foresee the 

decline of the Liberals, and were sufficiently encouraged by Labour's own 

performance to acknowledge that a time would soon come when the plurality system 

would work in their own favour. 

Nevertheless, there were attempts made during this period to adopt a system 

of elections which took better account of the representation of parties. G. Fowlds, a 

Liberal MP for Grey Lynn who was sympathetic to Labour aspirations, introduced a 

Proportional Representation and Effective Voting Bill in 1911 which proposed an 

STV-style electoral system. This Bill disappeared with the collapse of the Ward 

Government, but the Reform Party had promised in their 1911 manifesto that the 

Legislative Council would be elected by proportional representation. At the same 

election the United Labour Party promised that the upper House would be abolished 

and the lower House elected by a system of PR.38 Although Reform sponsored an 

investigation into the electoral system once in government, a plan to adopt the 

Tasmanian system was never put into action, apart from its use in Christchurch local 

body elections until 1933. Once they had finally managed to defeat the Liberals, the 

Reform government never really believed that its position was threatened enough to 

seriously consider PR as a means of consolidation. 39 

37Even by the time of the 1931 election, Labour stood candidates in only 53 out of 80 seats. 

38Ritchie & Hoffman, 1986, pp.51-52. 

39This was the rationale behind the decision by many established parties to adopt PR in Europe 



Chapter Four 162 

Thus the cause of PR was often left to the initiatives of private members. 

Curiously, one of the most persistent proponents of a change in the electoral system 

was an Independent Labour MP, W.A. Veitch, who introduced unsuccessful Bills to 

that effect in 1914, 1916, 1917, 1918, 1919, and 1921. The Labour MP James 

McCombs introduced comparable Bills in 1921 and 1922, and remained the most 

vigorous supporter of PR in that party. However, an attempt by the Reform 

government in 1923 to create a hybrid system composed of preferential voting in 

single member rural districts and multimember city electorates pleased no-one and 

was quickly discharged, becoming the last serious attempt to introduce PR in this 

period.40 

One might have expected that as the third party in a plurality system, Labour 

would have actively promoted a shift to PR. It inherited a policy of electoral reform 

upon its formation as a united party in 1916,41 and proposals for a change to 

proportional representation remained part of Labour's platform for every election 

from 1919 to 1931. From the mid-1920s, Labour MPs could see that the adoption of 

a system of PR might stall the decline of the Liberals and dull the edge of their own 

eventual victory. Labour's success in winning the most votes of any individual party 

in 1931 brought this issue to the fore. With the approach of the 1935 election, the 

President of the Labour Party \'Valter Nash was quoted as saying that "there is no 

provision in the party's platform for an alteration in the voting system," and he 

regarded any attempt to change the system at that stage as "simply an expedient to 

save the Government from disaster."42 Labour officially dropped PR at its annual 

conference in 1934, in line with Nohlen's hypothesis that third parties abandon plans 

for electoral reform when the effects of the existing system swing to their favour. 43 

(see Chapter One). 

40Ritchie & Hoffman, 1986, pp.55-56. 

41 As early as 1905 the Trades Councils advocated the abolition of the Legislative Couf\cil and the 
introduction of PR, which then appeared as a policy plank for the United Labour Party (later 
incorporated into the NZ Labour Party) at the 1911 election. 

42Ibid., p.56. With the victory of Labour in 1935, and the emergence of the National Party as the 
only viable political alternative, resignation to the continuation of the first past the post system 
and the disappearance of proposals for alternative systems of voting occurred with remarkable 
rapidity. 

43See Chapter Two of this thesis, p.92. 
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Nevertheless, before they could get to this stage, the Labour Party had 

realised that while they maintained much of their strength due to their concentrated 

support in the cities, to break through the proportionality threshold of the plurality 

system required a more even spread of support across the country. A glance at Table 

4.1 evidences Labour's progressive evolution from protest party to alternative 

government through their gradual accumulation of electoral support, and also shows 

that the plurality system did little to discourage this in its translation of votes to seats. 

How does this sit with the classic theory which posits that plurality systems of 

election lead to two party systems, by discriminating against the entrance and rise of 

new parties? Duverger would reply that plurality indeed restricts the number of 

parliamentary parties to two, but not necessarily the same two parties.44 So long as a 

new party which aims at competing with the two old parties remains weak, the 

system works against it, raising a barrier against its progress. If, however, it succeeds 

in outstripping one of its forerunners, then the latter takes its place as third party and 

the process of elimination is transferred. 

Duverger explains that like this mechanical process, the psychological factor 

is ambiguous in the same way. It works to the detriment of a new party so long as it 

is the weakest party, but turns against the less favoured of its older rivals as soon as 

the new party outstrips it due to mechanical 'under-representation'. Duverger 

explains that the reversal of the two effects does not always occur at the same 

moment (underrepresentation generally being the earlier), for a certain lapse of time 

is required before the electors become aware of the decline of a party and transfer 

their votes to another. The natural consequence is a fairly long period of confusion, 

during which the hesitation of the electors combines with the transposition of the 

underrepresentation effect to give an entirely false picture of the balance of power 

amongst the parties.45 

On the surface this appears to be a reasonable explanation for the occurrence 

of three parties under plurality in New Zealand, but it is not entirely suitable for 

several reasons. To begin with, this theory seeks to explain the factors 'restoring 

bipartism', which implies that a two party system existed initially. However, it would 

44Duverger, 1954, p.227. 

45Ibid., p.226. 
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be difficult to argue that a two party system existed in New Zealand before 1935, due 

to the initial dominance of the Liberal Party, followed by two-and-a-half and then 

three party competition. Moreover, as the former centre party of consensus, the 

Liberals lost support not just to Labour, but also to Reform. The survival of a three 

party system under plurality may be explained by the notion that a two party system 

had never been established to the extent that the onerous side of the 

disproportionality equation would always fall upon the emergent third party. 

In addition, Duverger omits to point out the reasons for the decline of the 

old party and the rise of the new, as this identification could only detract from the 

hypothesised omnipotence of the electoral system. What could possibly cause the rise 

of a new party in the face of the stifling mechanical and psychological effects of the 

plurality electoral system? In New Zealand's case, it seems as if one party simply 

could not contain the bipolar pressures of New Zealand's emerging socio-economic 

cleavage. From the discussion of the theory in Chapter One, we know that 

Taagepera and Grofman have calculated that the number of parties usually equals the 

number of issue dimensions plus one, and that this formula has strong empirical 

foundation. 1£ it can be assumed that New Zealand had one significant cleavage at 

this time, then it may be just as plausible that the two-party system that eventually 

resulted may have been societally determined rather than caused by the electoral 

system. Thus an inability to represent the concerns of both sides of the 

socioeconomic dimension was the reason for the decline of the Liberals in the first 

place. 

Therefore, it could be concluded from the electoral history of New Zealand 

m this period that a new party will only be able to survive if it represents some 

significant sector of society, while a party which ceases to adequately fulfil this 

service will fall by the wayside. But this does not mean that the plurality electoral 

system does not have any role to play in determining the shape of the party system. 

The need to gain pluralities in each electorate in order to gain representation, rather 

than some lower level of support under a PR system, leads small parties towards 

aggregation, as we saw when the various labour and Social Democratic parties joined 

forces in 1916. Therefore the need to win constituency contests also shifts the 

disposition of parties towards moderacy. This pressure towards the centre of the 

political spectrum defined by a single issue dimension is heightened if the party 
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wishes to gain enough seats to govern alone, as a 'majority of pluralities' is required. 

This was the formula which was originally struck by the Liberals in their early 

electoral dominance, and it provided a model of party behaviour for later parties 

primarily seeking not just representation, but government. 

Once two parties become established through this majoritarian strategy, and 

they begin to alternate equally in power, it may be much harder for new parties to 

establish themselves, particularly beyond the electorate level, in the absence of new 

issue cleavages. Although the plurality system allowed for a three party system, when 

this became increasingly untenable and irrelevant to society from 1931 onwards, the 

electoral system should theoretically help to maintain a two-party system at the 

national level. This is a hypothesis which will be directed to Chapter Five, but the 

important question of governmental stability for this period of one-to-three party 

politics under plurality still remains to be investigated in the second part of this 

chapter. 

GOVERNMENTAL STABILITY 1891-1935 

The period 1891-1935 is important for the study of government stability in New 

Zealand for two reasons. Firstly, this period is not only marked by the advent of 

political parties, but also the simultaneous introduction of government by party. Thus 

there is obviously some interest in comparing the stability of governments during this 

period with that of the previous period, from which political parties were absent. The 

second reason for interest in the stability of this period relates more directly to some 

of the hypotheses posed in Chapter Two. From the preceding analysis it is clear that 

from 1891 to 1935 the number of significant parties ranged from one to three, while 

the classic theory has it that governments are more stable under a two party system 

where single party majority governments are the norm. Therefore, the aim of this 

section is to determine whether the presence of a three party system was sufficient to 

deny government by single party majority, and whether other types of government 

that may have existed were any less stable. 
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Duration 

Although some of the deficiencies of duration as an indicator of governmental 

stability were highlighted in the previous chapter, this measure will be used again 

here for the sake of consistency and the apparent lack of any other quantifiable 

evidence. Thus Table 4.2 depicts the life span and duration of governments from 

1891 to 1935. 

Table 4.2: Duration of New Zealand Governments 1891 ~193545 

Prime Minister Party Government life span Duration (days) 

John Ballance Liberal 24 January 1891 - 27 April 824 
1893 

Richard Seddon Liberal 1 May 1893 - 10 June 1906 4788 

William Hall-Jones Liberal 21 June 1906 - 6 August 1906 46 

Joseph Ward Liberal 6 August1906 - 28 March 1912 2061 

Thomas MacKenzie Liberal 28 March 1912 - 10 July 1912 104 

William Massey Reform 10 July 1912 - 12 August 1915 1128 

William Massey National Coalition 12 August 1915- 25 August 1474 
Reform & Liberal 1919 

William Massey Reform 25 August 1919 - 10 May 1925 2085 

Francis H. Dillon Reform 14 May 1925 - 30 May 1925 16 
Bell 
Gordon Coates Reform 30 May 1925 - 10 December 1290 

1928 

Joseph Ward United 10 December 1928 - 28 May 534 
1930 

George Forbes United 28 May 1930 - 22 September 482 
1931 

George Forbes Coalition: 22 September 1931 - 1536 
United & Reform 6 December 1935 

Average 1 259.08 days 

45 Once again, dates were obtained from Scholefield (1950) and Wilson (1985), and the days 
calculated to take account of leap years (Whitaker's 1997 Almanack). 
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From the outset, the fact that there were only 13 governments over this 44 year 

period, compared to 25 governments in the 35 years from 1856-91, suggests that 

government by party had made a difference in the level of cabinet durability. The 

average life of a government in this period increased to 1 259 days (three and a half 

years) compared to the average duration of the previous period of 507 days (or 

seventeen months). The shortest government during this period was still low at 

sixteen days, but the longest government, led by Seddon, lasted thirteen years. 

Elections may be factored in as changes of government, despite the 

reassumption of the same government (as Woldendorp et al. do), which increases the 

number of 'governments' during this period from 13 to 24 and drops their average 

life to 682 days, with a survival rate of 62.3%. The increase in the rate of survival 

compared to the pre-party period is an interesting result, as it highlights the impact 

that political parties had in ensuring that governments lasted their full parliamentary 

term, by maintaining party cohesion. 

Termination 

Nevertheless, as with the pre-party era the inclusion of these additional changes of 

government also seems rather false under party government, as governments often 

continued unchanged after an election, or at least they were merely re-shuffled. In 

fact, as we can see from Table 4.3, the termination of governments during this period 

was also not normally caused by elections. Only two governments terminated as a 

direct result of an election, and these were towards the end of this period.47 

As with the previous period, resignations make up a large part of the 

terminations, signifying a high degree of continuity in government despite a change 

in leadership. This is because governments continued for long periods under the 

same party, and despite changes in leadership, this tended to consolidate and 

structure stability in the long-term . The initial period of government under the 

Liberals lasted for twenty-one years with five changes of leadership during this time. 

Four of these resulted from resignations. Ballance and Seddon both resigned due to 

ill-health, the latter more abruptly by dying in office. Hall-Jones was only made 

47These were the Coates Reform government and the United-Reform Coalition under Forbes. 
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Table 4.3: Modes of Termination for Governments from 

1891-1935 

Reason for termination Number of 
overnments 

Election 2 

Scheduled 2 

Unscheduled ~ 

Resignation of PM 7 

Voluntary 3 

Health --.1 

Political 4 

Governmental dissension 1 

Parliamentary dissension 3 

Constitutional intervention ~ 

Total government terminations 13 

Premier as a stop-gap measure, while the likely successor Ward was in Europe 

attending a Conference of the Universal Postal Union. As with Dillon-Bell in 1925, 

who also took over after the death of the prime minister, Hall-Jones stood aside as 

caretaker once \'Vard was ready to take office.48 Thus both of these very short 

governments should not be considered unstable: rather their purpose was to ensure 

continuity and stability before the new permanent leader was found. 

The resignation of \'Vard in 1912 is more open to individual interpretation. 

The Liberals won fewer seats in the 1911 election (33) than Reform (37), but neither 

party had a majority. Ward stalled the calling of parliament for as long as possible, 

but it eventually met in February 1912 and moved to an address-in-reply debate and 

480r in Dillon-Bell's case, until the Reform party caucus had decided for certain upon Coates as 
their new leader after the death of Massey. 
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a confidence motion. To the surpnse of most, enough independents and Labour 

MPs voted with Ward to enable him to hang on to office on the Speaker's casting 

vote. Ward then resigned as prime minister and leader of the Liberals, but when 

Parliament met again later that year, his successor MacKenzie was defeated in the 

House. Although it is tempting to place the termination of Ward's government 

within the category of change by election, the confidence vote won by Ward in 

parliament afterwards mitigates this event. Similarly, although MacKenzie's defeat in 

the House can be seen as the ultimate outcome of the 1911 election, the approval 

(although tenuous) of Ward's government by parliament prior to this puts 

MacKenzie's defeat into perspective, and into the parliamentary dissension category. 

The other terminations in this 'political' category are also discretionary. The 

break-up of the wartime coalition in 1919 has been assigned under the label 

'government dissension' as one of the parties, the Liberals, decided to break away 

from the coalition before the election that year. Although this move was probably 

motivated by considerations of tactical advantage in an effort to make the Liberals 

distinct from Reform, its practical effect was to end this coalition government. More 

controversially, the author has placed Massey's decision to coalesce with the Liberals 

in 1915, and Forbes' decision to coalesce with Reform in 1931 under the designation 

of parliamentary dissension. Of these, the first is the more dubious assignation, as 

Reform had a majority of one in the House prior to the coalition. Although the 

formation of the coalition came about due to political pressure and strong public 

opinion to present a united front in this time of war, it also served to alleviate this 

precarious situation. The resulting categorisation can only be weakly justified, and the 

lack of a better description highlights the unusual nature of this change of 

government. The modes of termination used in these tables are widely agreed upon 

in political science: there are simply few precedents for a majority government 

extending this majority through coalition despite have already passed the minimum

winning criteria. 

The case of United in 1931 has a little more certainty about it however. Until 

that time United had been a single party minority government relying upon support 

on confidence from Labour. The coalition with Reform can be seen as the result of a 

series of attempted no-confidence votes against United by Labour, from which the 

government was only saved by the votes of Reform. More so than the first case, this 
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change from single party government to a coalition can be attributed to 

parliamentary dissension, but there is still need for a category of termination which 

more accurately describes this kind of change. 48 

Overall, the most striking result which appears in Table 4.3 when compared to Table 

3.2 is the relative reduction in the number of government terminations by 

parliament. The reason for this is quite simple: the existence of reasonably cohesive 

political parties. Governments were more likely to last their full terms (as is 

evidenced by the higher rate of survival of 62.3%, compared to 23.3%/38.3% in the 

previous period) because most MPs now owed allegiance to political parties, which 

they were bound to support. During this period, parties were becoming 'structured' 

and their labels took on a life of their own in the minds of the voter. Increasingly, 

candidates saw it as an advantage to be selected to represent a party, as voters began 

to identify with parties as latent or potential governments that would institute 

comprehensive policy programmes if elected. Once in power, it was the MP's duty to 

facilitate the realisation of the electorate's mandate by voting with their party on 

matters of agreed-upon policy. This cohesion took on a life of its own; as parties 

became increasingly reified as the principal political channels, they introduced their 

own methods of disciplinary sanctions to enforce cohesion from their MPs. But it 

must be remembered that this was a two-way process: in return for their loyalty MPs 

retained the approval of the party as its candidate, and were able to introduce 

legislation beneficial to their constituents because they were part of a unified majority 

in parliament. 

The increasing role of political parties In structuring governments also 

changed the nature of governmental stability. As we have seen, the pre-party era was 

marked by frequent changes of government, but a high degree of continuity in 

ministerial personnel led to a certain degree of underlying stability instead. But with 

the notion of party government comes the reality that when one party loses 

government and another takes over, there is a likelihood that a complete change of 

ministerial personnel will result. Thus, while party governments may be more likely 

to last their electoral term without parliamentary dissension, if party governments 

48It would be tempting to place this in the category of 'governmental dissension', but Labour was 
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change too regularly the chances for longer term stability decrease, as government 

becomes too disjointed and policy positions oscillate between different poles. 

Nevertheless, where one party may rule for an extended period while only 

changing the Prime Minister, the continuity of ministries and their policy may be 

extremely stable. In the fifteen years of Liberal Party rule from Ballance to Hall

Jones, the cabinet remained virtually unchanged. Despite the fact that Ward brought 

in nine new ministers, at least five remained from the cabinet of Seddon, although it 

is possible that such an extended tenure of power for the Liberal cabinet led to 

overstability or stagnation in government. This may explain why the Liberals were 

unable to cope with the increasingly complex political situation in New Zealand, 

running out of steam and electoral support in 1911. Although the personnel in 

MacKenzie's short-lived ministry were all new to cabinet apart from the prime 

minister, it was generally criticised for its lack of experience. Perhaps this is why 

some MPs voted against that government, when they had previously supported the 

equally tenuous Ward government after the election.50 However, in doing so they 

must have known that this action would bring in another cabinet of novices leading a 

Reform government. By this stage, it may have been that a change of the 'party' in 

government was desired after the confusion of post-election events and the 

instability within the Liberal Party. 

In any case, a high degree of stability in experience was ensured when the 

wartime coalition was formed, as of the seven Liberal ministers to join the 

government, six had served in previous Liberal governments. In the remaining 

Reform governments, many ministers continued to remain in power, but Massey and 

Coates also brought new ministers into their cabinets, to ensure the regeneration of 

the party in government.51 \V'ard's victory in 1928 gave the new United government 

only three ministers with previous experience, which once again led to doubt as to 

whether it could competently govern. Forbes' government was little different from 

\V'ard's in terms of its personnel, but coalition with Reform once more in 1931 meant 

a party in support of the United government, rather than a party of government. 

s°It is also known that before the election, several Independents had pledged to support Ward in 
the House if they were elected. Once Ward had resigned, these members no longer felt bound 
by their promises. 

SIMassey's 1919-25 government retained eight old ministers and took on nine new minsters, while 
Coates' government kept eleven experienced ministers and brought in five new ministers. 
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that while six ministers continued from the previous government, three Reform 

ministers also had experience in government, while four ministers were new to 

cabinet. However, despite the relative continuity in government, instability was much 

more real than apparent around this time due to the Depression, and the perceived 

inability of the conservative Reform and United (Liberal) parties to deal with it. 

Regarding stability under party government, this period is instructive for 

several reasons. One is that where governments did not terminate due to a change of 

party, the continuity of the ministry remained quite stable, and sometimes even 'over

stable'. This was a product of the unique scenario whereby one party remained 

unchallenged in power for two decades, due to the weakness of the opposition. In 

these situations, often a complete change of the party in government is desired by the 

electors. However, if the party in government regularly changes, with inexperienced 

ministries continually facing up to life in government, then longer-term stability is 

less assured. But when parties share government, the continuity of experienced 

personnel in government may contribute to the kind of "stable instability" 

demonstrated in the pre-party era. 

This kind of stability is more likely to continue when there is a change in the 

party composition of government, rather than the wholesale change of government 

from one party to another. Just as the information on cabinet duration in the Chapter 

Three was supplemented with data on the continuity of ministerial personnel, 

perhaps some account should also be taken of continuity of party participation in 

government in situations where parties must share power in order to govern. This 

leads onto the next question of whether the type of government that prevails has an 

effect on governmental stability. 

Types of government 

One of the central hypotheses of the theory examined in Chapter Two is that the 

type of party system which prevails influences governmental stability. Where two 

party systems occur, stability is said to be assured because of the greater likelihood 

that one party will hold a majority in the legislature. Where more than two parties are 

represented in the legislature, a majority for anyone party is thereby less assured. 

Because of this, governments in multiparty systems may consist of either a minority 
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of seats, a coalition of two or more parties, or even a combination of both. These 

types of governments are seen to be less stable because they must rely on the support 

or participation of one or more parties in or outside government. 

It has already been shown that there were often more than two parties 

represented in the House during this period, and so it is worthwhile to examine what 

different types of government resulted. Table 4.4 shows that the presence of more 

than two parties certainly coincided with the formation of governments that were of 

a different type to a single party majority. 

Table 4.4: Types of government in New Zealand 1891-1935 

Types of government 

SINGLE COALITION SINGLE COALITION 
PARTY MAJORITY PARTY MINORITY 
MAJORITY MINORITY 

Governments Ballance 1891-93 Massey 1915-19 Ward 1911-12 

Seddon 1893- Forbes 1931-35 MacKenzie 1912 
1906 

Hall-Jones 1906 Massey 1912-14 

Ward 1906-11 Massey 1919 

Massey 1914-15 Massey 1922-
1925 

Massey 1919-22 Dillon-Bell 1925 

Coates 1925-28 Coates 1925 

Ward 1928-30 

Forbes 1930-31 

Total 7 2 9 0 

Interestingly enough, the results of Table 4.4 show that from 1891 to 1935 there were 

more occurrences of single party minority governments than single party majority 

governments. But clearly another problem has been struck, relating to our definition 
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of a government. This information seems to signify that there were actually 18 

governments during this period, compared to the initial number arrived at, which 

was 13. This is because the table recognises single party minority governments as a 

different type of government, whereas previously changes in government were 

defined by a change in prime minister, a change of the party in government, or a 

change in the composition of parties in government. While this author rejects the 

inclusion of the criteria of an election that does not signify a change of party in 

government, which for this period would have meant that there were 24 

governments, there may be more grounds for including a change in the relative 

strength of a government. 

While absorbing the electoral factor would mean that a government which 

remains in power after an election would be a new one, the inclusion of a 'relative 

strength' criteria would register a change of government when the same party(ies) 

remain in power but had either gained or lost a parliamentary majority. The gain or 

loss of a majority changes a government more than an election which maintains the 

same type of government. A government which loses its majority has to rely on other 

MPs or parties in the House to give it majority support on confidence issues, a 

position which implies that the governing party may have to moderate its behaviour 

if it is to survive. The opposite is true for a minority government which suddenly 

finds itself in a majority. 

If we include this criteria, it allows us to calculate the relative durability of the 

different types of governments, and hence their stability by this measure. The mean 

duration for single party majority governments was 1436.6 days (nearly four years), 

while the life span of the two coalition majority governments for this period averaged 

1505 days (a little over four years and one month). Meanwhile, the average duration 

of the nine single party minority governments was just 364.6 days or one year. Clearly 

coalition majority governments do not seem to suffer from any overt instability 

(although there were only two samples), but single party minority governments are 

significantly shorter than the other two types of governments represented here. 

Following the logic of the theory, we should find that these governments tend to 

terminate through withdrawal of support in parliament. However, only MacKenzie's 

1912 government ended by these means, which leaves the question of why these 
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short-lived governments arose in the first place, and whether they can be considered 

as periods of instability. 

Several of these minority governments resulted directly from elections (Ward 

1911-12, Massey 1922-25, Ward 1928-30), while others came indirectly from this 

source, and were inherited through a change of prime minister in the same 

government (MacKenzie 1912, Dillon-Bell 1925, Coates 1925, Forbes 1930-31). 

Massey's 1912-1914 government resulted from the defeat of the minority MacKenzie 

government in the House. Only one, Massey's 1919 government, was made a single 

party minority government through the loss of a majority during the parliamentary 

term, which was exposed by the defection of the Liberals from the wartime coalition. 

This is a testament to the stability of single party majority governments, as none of 

these fell through governmental dissension as one of the coalition majority 

governments did in this period, nor were they as vulnerable to parliamentary 

dissension as the minority governments. However, many of these minority 

governments were not as unstable as they seem, as those involving Reform were 

usually surrounded on either side by periods of stable majority government of the 

same party. \V:;e have also seen that there was a high degree of continuity in the 

personnel of the Massey-Bell-Coates governments, which mitigates the assumed 

instability of these minority administrations. Nevertheless, it is clear from the 

preceding survey of the origin of these governments that they were short-lived, and 

that elections, and perhaps the electoral system, has played a key role in producing 

minority government situations. 

The electoral system and instability 

Given the theory that plurality electoral systems cause two party systems, which in 

turn make single party majority governments (and supposedly stability) more likely, 

then it should be possible to measure this effect directly rather than merely as a 

probable consequence of plurality. The most straightforward measure is therefore 

whether or not electoral systems generate majority parties in the legislature. 52 

52The measure which Lijphart (1994, p.n) uses is simply the percentage of elections which 
produce parliamentary majorities. 
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From Chapter One we know that Rae proposed four possible parliamentary 

outcomes from elections: an 'earned majority' of seats won by a party that has a 

majority of the votes; a 'manufactured majority' in the legislature won by a party with 

less than a vote majority; a 'natural minority' where neither party wins a vote or seat 

majority, and an 'artificial minority' where one of the parties does win a vote majority 

but not a majority of the seats.S3 Table 4.5 categorises the parliamentary results of the 

elections from 1890-1935 according to the general categories of whether a governing 

party has won a majority or a minority, and then distinguishes between the earned 

(natural) and manufactured (artificial) majorities and minorities. 

Table 4.5: Parliamentary majorities and minorities 1890-1935 

Result of election Number Percentage(% ) 

Majority 12 80.00 

earned majority 7 46.67 

manufactured majority --.5. 33.33 

Minority 3 20.00 

natural minority 3 20.00 

artificial minority ~ 0.00 

Total 15 100.00 

It is clear that although 80% of the elections in this period produced parliamentary 

majorities, the plurality electoral system translated one third of all election results 

from electoral minorities into 'manufactured' parliamentary majorities. These 

parliamentary majorities were often large jumps from the parties' vote shares in 

percentage terms. If we look back at Table 4.1 we see that the advantage given to the 

53Rae, 1967, pp.74-75. 
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leading party in 1896 and 1914 was sufficiently moderate, while Reform's leap from 

36% of the vote to 58.8% of the seats in 1919 seems perverse. 54 

Without these bonuses given by the electoral system, eight out of fifteen 

elections would have resulted in parliamentary minorities. No one party would have 

emerged with a majority from over half of the elections. Much of the 

disproportionality which the plurality electoral system generated in this period was 

therefore positively awarded to leading parties without a majority. In this way, the 

electoral system contributed to the maintenance of stability by ensuring that one 

party often had a parliamentary majority, even from a three party system. Even 

where a party already had a majority of votes, the bonus of seats would ensure that 

the governing party had a majority in parliament that could survive reasonable loss, 

through defections and the high number of by-elections that characterised this 

period. 

However, this argument that the electoral system can have such an important 

role upon stability can become somewhat confused. For the level of 

disproportionality between votes and seats that usually works in favour of the leading 

party in this period is thought to result from the participation of more than two 

parties in elections. Although the electoral system was able to produce single party 

majorities despite supporting a three party system, plurality will go even further to 

manufacture majorities if third and minor parties contest but do not win 

representation. This has important implications for the theory of electoral systems 

and stability, which is presently divided in the manner outlined in Chapters One and 

Two. Plurality should only have a direct effect on the emergence of single party 

majority governments if it manufactures them, which requires more than two parties 

competing at the electoral level. In other words, the influence of FPP on government 

type is strongest when it acts to reduce the number of parties. A "natural" two party 

system should not require the assistance of the plurality electoral system to win 

parliamentary majorities. 

54Although closer to an electoral majority, the manufactured majorities of 1925 and 1935 are also 
large enough to be considered overkill. In 1925 Reform won 68.8% of the seats with 46.5% of 
the vote, while Labour's victory in 1935 saw it win 66.3% of the seats in the House with 
46.1 % of the vote. 
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Because three parties were able to win reasonable representation, the plurality 

electoral system did not always translate electoral minorities into manufactured 

parliamentary majorities in this period. From Table 4.5 we find that three elections 

produced a minority of seats for the party with the 'highest minority' of votes. 

Moreover, the leading party in terms of vote shares did not always receive the bonus 

of seats normally due to it. A look back at Table 4.1 will reveal that in 1911 Reform 

won 46.3% of the seats with 34.6% of the vote, while the Liberals won a lower seat 

share (41.3%) with a higher total of votes (40.7%). Although not an 'artificial 

minority' in Rae's terms, this was a very distorted and unpredictable result from the 

electoral system, which eventually led to a Reform government. The 1928 election 

revealed another anomaly. The Liberals, who eventually formed a minority 

government, won 33.8% of the seats with 29.8% of the vote, while Reform won the 

same number of seats with 34.8% electoral support. 

Clearly, the presence of a three party system not only caused a highly volatile 

level of disproportionality and made attaining an electoral majority more difficult; it 

also skewed normal expectations about which party would benefit from the electoral 

system, and by how much. While 36% of the vote was enough to give Reform a 

comfortable majority in 1919, 39.4% in the 1922 election failed to give them a 

majority at all. Although the manufacture of majorities by the electoral system should 

increase the support of leading parties through the psychological factor, it is clear 

that this did not occur because the mechanical factor from which it takes its lead was 

very inconsistent in its apportionment of seats to votes. Above all, the plurality 

electoral system did not always ensure that one party had a safe majority of seats in 

the House. The results of the 1911, 1922, and 1928 elections all produced minority 

governments, and others like the 1914 election generated results that were initially 

ambiguous as to who would govern. 

It has been assumed that instability would result from the uncertainty that these 

unusual electoral results would bring. Yet the electoral system can only be held 

responsible for the translation from votes to seats, and not for what is done with 

those seats. Although several elections during this period produced results where no 

party had a majority of seats, this did not mean that ongoing instability was the 

inevitable result. However, the times of greatest unpredictability and confusion 
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occurred after the election and before a government was formed. There were often 

long periods of time before results became clear, petitions resolved, and parliament 

met, and during this time the relative situation of the parties in parliament often 

changed. 55 

But when it came to the crunch, the confused situation that had been 

delivered by the electoral system was often settled by the MPs themselves tn 

parliament. Like Atkinson in 1890-1891, Ward waited until parliament met tn 

February 1912 before he allowed the result of the elections in late 1911 to be 

confirmed (although he tried to stall it longer).56 Despite having only 33 Liberal 

members to Reform's 37, Ward won an initial vote of confidence when enough 

Independents and Labour MPs were moved to support the Liberals, through their 

own campaign pledges to support Ward,57 and their desire to deny Reform the 

government.5H But Ward's departure and his replacement by MacKenzie released 

these independents from their pledges, and the change of leadership tended to 

crystallise support against it and produce a clear majority for Reform. The MPs 

themselves had eventually produced a clearer government than that initially indicated 

by the election. 

The 1914 election gave Reform 40 seats on the night, but the 32 Liberal MPs 

looked as if they would enjoy the support of the eight Labourites and Independents 

elected.59 The results of a series of by-elections following electoral petitions in 1915 

were shared evenly between Massey and Ward, but in June 1915 the Independent 

member for Northern Maori Tau Henare, whose voting intentions were thus far 

55In 1911, this process took even longer when second ballots were required for some electorate 
contests. 

56Ward actually delayed calling parliament several times and wished to prorogue it until June so 
he could firm up the support of wavering Independent and Liberal MPs (Michael Bassett 
{ 1982} Three Party Politics in New Zealand, Historical Publications, Auckland, pp.5-8). 

570f the Independent MPs, Gordon Coates and T.W. Rhodes had made voluntary pledges before 
the election to support Ward. Of the Labour MPs, Hindmarsh had given the Liberals a 
guarantee of confidence in return for Liberal support on the second ballot for his seat (Ibid., 
p.8). 

58Many politicians of the left feared that Reform would take a much harder line with militant and 
striking workers. 

59To govern, Reform had to elect a Speaker, which would put it into an immediate minority 
because this MP would not have a deliberative vote. On the other hand, Ward would only be 
able to govern with close co-operation from Labour groups, and would also need to forfeit a 
member as the Speaker. 
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unknown, finally attended Reform's caucus, glvmg Massey's government a slim 

majority of one (41-39).(i() The precarious nature of Massey's government was soon 

eased by the formation of a wartime agreement between Liberal and Reform to 

coalesce.(ii Even when \Vard pulled out of the coalition in August 1919, he did not 

force an immediate election or vote of no-confidence, despite the fact that Reform 

on its own had atrophied to a parliamentary minority by this stage. 

Although the 1919 elections provided a manufactured majority for Reform, 

the electoral system once again produced an uncertain outcome in 1922. Massey's 

government had only won 39 seats, the Liberals 19, Labour 17, and there were five 

independents. Nine seats were held by less than a hundred votes, and there were 

more court cases and by-elections. Only Labour would have been keen for another 

election given their increase in votes and seats, but one could not be held until the 

relative strengths of the political groupings were tested in parliament. Thus the 

government was not decided until parliament met in February 1923, when Massey 

was able to survive a confidence motion 39-36 after lobbying for the support of 

several independent and even some Liberal MPs. These MPs had stated before the 

election that they would not join Labour in a no-confidence motion against MasseyJi2 

However, the price of holding the Treasury benches was the Government's inability 

to introduce any controversial legislation, which led Massey to concede that 

governing with such tight numbers was "hell most of the time"Y' 

Although previous elections did not always produce a clear majority for a 

party, in 1928 it was at least apparent that the incumbent Reform government, 

headed by Gordon Coates, had been defeated. Reform's seats had dropped from 55 

60When the close results of the election were first known, and the loyalty of the new MP for 
Northern Maori Tau Henare was uncertain, a group of Whangarei businessmen sent him a 
telegram reading: "How do you intend to vote? Reply Paid Urgent". Henare cabled back his 
reply: ''I'll give you two guesses" (The Dominion, October 15 1996, p.9). 

61 The idea of a national government drawn from all parties was first touted by the conservati ve 
morning newspapers once it was apparent that the 1914 election result was unclear. Within 
days of parliament meeting, it was Massey who approached Ward with a proposal for a 
National wartime government (Bassett, 1982, pp.18, 20). 

62Thus it seemed as if Massey would survive not only because relations between Liberal and 
Labour were poor, but also because the Liberal Party was far from united itself. The Liberals 
voted with Reform on the election of an Independent to the Speakership which allowed 
Reform to govern more comfortably, while many Liberals abstained on Labour's initial move 
of no confidence against the government (Bassett, 1982, pp.28-32). 

63Ibid, p.33. 
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to 29, while Ward lifted United from 11 to 27. Labour held 19 seats and there were 

five independents, but four of these independents as well as Holland signalled an 

intention to vote with \'V'ard on a confidence motion. It was actually one of the most 

proportional results produced thus far by the plurality electoral system in New 

Zealand. (;4 As in the previous cases, Coates decided to meet Parliament and let the 

chips fall, and subsequently lost a vote of no confidence 50-28. Despite only having 

27 members in his caucus, Ward was sworn into office as prime minister, to lead the 

weakest Government in New Zealand this century. Although it survived, any 

instability this government experienced was largely a function of the inability of the 

United ministers to cope with an economic depression that they did not understand. 

Holland had correctly predicted that the uncertain outcome of the 1928 

election would hasten the fusion process between United and Reform. The more 

Labour talked of extracting a price from Ward in return for votes in parliament, the 

more United and Reform discovered they had in common. Neither Reform nor 

Labour were prepared to combine against United, for despite the fact that both 

parties individually moved votes of confidence against the government, they would 

alternately spring to United's defence. Coates hoped that if United remained 

unpopular in office for long enough, Reform would be assured of a victory in the 

next election. Although Holland wanted to push the two other parties together by 

weakening United, Labour still preferred to have the latter remain in office rather 

than a Reform government. In any case, neither party wanted to be seen by the 

electorate as being responsible for the fall of the government, and Reform received 

much of the acclaim for eventually joining United in coalition to strengthen the 

government's position in parliament. 

All of these examples of close election results display a common factor in 

their eventual resolution. In none of these cases was a fresh election called: instead 

the politicians preferred to make arrangements among themselves, which were all 

subsequently tested in parliament. In many close situations where a minority 

government's support rested on the decision of several Independent MPs, the 

situation was resolved when those members considered pledges made in their 

64The value of D for this election was a mere 3.43 (see Table 4.1), which compares favourably 
with results produced by PR systems. See Lijphart ({ 1994) Appendix B, pp.160-162) for 
average disproportionalities of seventy electoral systems from 1945-90. 
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campaign to their electors. Despite the existence of a three party parliament plus 

various independents, the stability of this period is also a testament to the relatively 

low polarisation of the political system. Symptomatic of this was the successful 

formation of two coalitions and the support of minority governments by other 

parties. There were no alternative causes to profit from instability as an anti system 

party might, and the absence of secondary cross-cutting cleavages made it easier to 

hold all types of government together. This period depicts a contest between three 

parties to represent majority opinion along the socioeconomic dimension in 

government, as the early Liberals had. Thus the only example of termination by 

governmental dissension in this period was for tactical rather than ideological 

reasons, when the Liberals left the wartime coalition in 1919 to contest the election 

of that year separately. 

Although it is difficult to prove, the author suspects that the lack of parliamentary 

defeats for governments in this period is probably accounted for by the reluctance of 

MPs to be seen to be responsible for bringing down the government. The advent of 

political parties in this period not only meant that electors were able to express a 

political choice 'beyond' the level of their constituency, but it also gave them the 

opportunity to vote for a government, beginning with the early years of Liberal 

hegemony. A decision by MPs to bring down a government would have to be made 

only when it was clear that the voters considered that such action was appropriate, as 

was probably the case with the fall of MacKenzie's government. 

In any case the implication is clear. MPs and political parties will bring down 

a government if they think it is to their electoral benefit, and support one if it is not 

to their electoral cost. \Vhile governments during this period were not always in a 

position where they had to rely on this kind of outside support, the continued 

support of members of the governing party relied upon this same rationale. By the 

end of this period it was becoming increasingly clear that it was to a politician's 

electoral advantage to belong to a political party, regardless of whether their political 

motivations were altruistic or self-serving. The glue provided by party allegiance was 

just as important for providing stability within a parliamentary term, as wavering 

support was in situations where no party had a clear majority. Any doubt that this is 
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the case may be dispelled by reflecting on the number of government changes during 

the pre-party era, examined in Chapter Three. 

The influence of party cohesion in ensuring governmental stability within a 

parliamentary term is such that political scientists tend to take it for granted and 

choose to focus upon the points where governments are most likely to change: 

immediately following an election. Although the electoral system can reflect or 

distort the nature of the party system to the point where it produces an ambiguous 

result, and instability may reign until a government is formed, this danger seems to 

pass in New Zealand once a government is confirmed in parliament. Therefore it is 

important in any study of governmental stability for this period to underline the 

importance of those factors which contributed to stability, rather than focusing solely 

upon the factors which are hypothesised to cause instability. 

CONCLUSIONS 

This chapter examined the rise of political parties in New Zealand in the period 

1891-1935 under the plurality electoral system, and analysed the effect that both of 

these variables had upon governmental stability. Despite the hypothesised influence 

of the plurality electoral system, the representation of political parties in this era 

fluctuated from a dominant party system to a three party system. This variance was 

caused by the transitional outmoding of the hegemony of one party to a two-party 

system that more accurately reflected the sharpening of the leading socio-economic 

cleavage. Thus despite the existence of three parties in this period, politics were not 

polarised to any great degree because other issue dimensions remained absent or 

latent, while the positions adopted along the single cleavage tended towards 

moderation over time. Although the three party system caused a wildly fluctuating 

degree of disproportionality in the transition of seats to votes (the mechanical factor), 

this was not visited upon one party consistently enough to cause a further reduction 

in the number of parties (through the psychological factor). 

Despite the existence of a three party system, governments were much more 

durable than in the previous period. This improved durability can be explained by the 

unity of each government within its parliamentary term, which was in turn a function 
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of the cohesion of the government party/ies. In addition, governments were often 

stable across terms, with long periods of Liberal and then Reform rule being 

reinforced by a reasonably high degree of continuity in ministerial personnel. 

However, these long tenures in power often led to over-stability or stagnation (eg. by 

1911-12, 1928, and 1935) when these governments seemed to be unresponsive to the 

changing political or economic situation. Nevertheless, the existence of parties 

tended to structure stability, and this was reflected in the continuity of blocs of 

personnel in the two coalitions of this period. The formation and survival of these 

shared administrations and the continuing support for minority governments from 

other parties also demonstrated the comparatively low level of polarisation in the 

party system. 

The role of the electoral system in influencing the governmental stability of 

this period is not as clear-cut as the classic theory on this subject would present it. 

The fact that the plurality electoral system allowed more than two parties to be 

represented in parliament meant that the chances of obtaining a majority of votes, 

and thereby a majority of seats, were subsequently reduced. Although the 

disproportionality which resulted from this expanded party competition produced a 

significant number of 'manufactured majorities' for party governments, the plurality 

system also generated several election results where no party had a majority of seats, 

because it did not reduce the number of parliamentary parties from the number of 

electoral parties in any sustained way. Thus the representation of three parties and 

the type of governments which resulted in this period under plurality upholds the 

validity of a theory which takes into account both institutional and sociological 

factors, where the latter explains the persistence of a three party system despite the 

hypothesised effect of the electoral system. 

In any case, this period also showed that the type of government is not an 

automatic indicator of stability. The relative stability of the minority governments 

that did result from plurality attest to the hypothesis that the power of electoral 

systems to influence governmental stability may be limited beyond its translation of 

votes to seats, particularly where a parliamentary majority for a single party is not 

guaranteed. Beyond the election result and the type of government which follows, 

for the remainder of the parliamentary term stability in this period, as in the previous 

period, relied upon the continued co-operation between Members of Parliament, 
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whether in government or in support of it. The only occasions where politicians did 

act to change a government was when this was otherwise desired by the electorate 

(the first Reform government 1912, the wartime coalition 1915 and the Depression 

coalition 1931), or as a tactical measure to maximise electoral benefit or minimise 

electoral cost (the Liberal break from the wartime coalition 1919). However, in all of 

these cases the electoral system and the party system had not produced a single party 

majority government, which implies that where these types of governments are the 

norm, politicians may have a much more explicit role in preserving stability. 



CHAPTER FIVE 

'Majoritarianism' and the 
Two Party System 

1935 ... 1993 

Despite the existence of a three party system under plurality analysed in the previous 

chapter, by 1936 political support in New Zealand had become consolidated into 

two major parties, and for the next sixty years politics and government continued to 

be dominated by Labour and National. This era of New Zealand politics presents 

itself as a near perfect example of the Westminster model of majoritarianism 

according to Lijphart, and an even better illustration of the type than Britain, where 

that model originated.! This chapter specifically examines the interplay of two of 

Lijphart's criteria, the party system and the electoral system, and their effect on 

governmental stability. The classic majoritarian view outlined in Chapter One 

proposes a causal link between a simple plurality electoral system and governmental 

stability, via the intermediary variable of the two-party system, due to the tendency 

for this interaction to produce single party majority governments,2 and thereby 

'stability'. In order to test this theory, this chapter will first examine the relationship 

between the number of parties and plurality, and then explore what influence these 

two variables might have had upon governmental stability. 

iLijphart, 1984, p.16. 

2Note that the prevalence of this type of government is also an element in Lijphart's model of 
majoritarian democracy. 

186 
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THE TWO PARTY SYSTEM UNDER PLURALITY 

In seeking to examine what effect the plurality electoral system may have had on the 

party system from 1935-1993, the first half of this chapter will be divided into four 

sections. The first will briefly investigate the reasons why a two party system evolved, 

and the second section will attempt to explain how it was maintained. Closely related 

to this is an examination of the reasons why other parties were kept out, while the 

final part of the first half of this chapter will offer an explanation for the apparent 

breakdown of the two party system under plurality by 1993. 

The emergence of two major parties 

Many commentators regard Labour's first election victory in 1935 with the same 

realigning significance as the victory of the Liberals in 1891, as the latter signalled the 

beginning of party government, while the former heralded the beginning of two 

party competition. In 1935 there was certainly a feeling that a change of government 

had to be made, after five years of the Depression and a government which did not 

seem to be able to combat it. Labour was the only major alternative to the United

Reform coalition, for having moderated some of its more radical policies, it was 

finally able to be seen as a potential alternative government, and one that would 

bring change. 

An examination of Figure 5.1, which plots the effective number of electoral 

and parliamentary parties from 1935 to 1993,3 will show that in 1935 there were a 

large number of votes which went to parties and individuals other than Labour or the 

United-Reform Coalition, as represented by the higher effective number of electoral 

parties. Some might say that the important thing about this electoral fractionalisation, 

which translates here into an effective number of electoral parties of three, is that the 

workings of the plurality electoral system reduced the effective number of 

parliamentary parties to two. Thus the victory of the Labour party was not only due 

to an increase in its strength since the previous election, but also from a loss of 

3This data is measured in the same way that the effective number of parties was calculated for 
Figure 4.1 in the previous chapter, using the formula outlined in Chapter Four, p.142, footnote 
2. 
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support for the coalition government which went not only to Labour, but also to 

minor parties and independents who went largely unelected. 

However, although the electoral system may have awarded an electoral bonus 

to Labour, it does not necessarily follow that FPP led to the two party system. If we 

look back to Figure 4.1 we find that the effective number of parliamentary parties in 

1931 was also two, but that the reduction from the effective number of electoral 

parties was not as great as in 1935. This begs the question of why this election is not 

considered the beginning of the two party system in New Zealand, as there were 

clearly only two choices before the electorate. 

One reason may have been that it was uncertain at that stage how long the 

United-Reform coalition would continue, as both parties had previously coalesced 

and later resurfaced as separate identities again. But Labour's victory in 1935 put the 

two non-labour parties on the defensive, and led them to combine and organise 

along mass lines as the National Party in 1936. If anything the 1931 election 

indicated that there were only two realistic choices for government, and 1935 

confirmed this by blooding Labour as a government. Given the homogenous nature 

of New Zealand society and the presence of a single socio-economic cleavage, the 

evolution from three to two parties seems natural. As hypothesised in the previous 

chapter, the moderate centre position that the Liberals had previously dominated was 

being subsumed by the United-Reform coalition most obviously on one hand, while 

Labour's shift to a centre left position encroached upon former Liberal support in a 

more subde manner on the other. 

Nevertheless, this does not explain away the role of the electoral system in 

reducing the number of parties from three to two in 1935. A look back at Chapter 

Four will show that this is not necessarily a corollary of FPP, as a three party system 

was clearly operating under plurality in the previous period. By 1928, this meant that 

no party had a parliamentary majority, so that the subsequent move towards coalition 

between United and Reform to achieve majority status would have probably 

occurred under any electoral system. It was not as if pressures exerted by the 

electoral system led to the rationalisation of the two parties, as it would if United and 

Reform were both being disproportionally underrepresented.4 

4 As Table 4.1 shows, this was not significant enough in 1928 to necessitate this strategy, as the 
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If the electoral system was not entirely responsible for the appearance of a 

two party fight in 1935, then an approach which also integrates sociological theories 

would explain it in terms of the need for a clearer division between parties, given the 

increased salience of the socioeconomic cleavage. United and Reform coalesced in 

1931 so they could rule as a majority, as by this stage their policies seemed to differ 

little, and the three party system had outlived its relevance in a time of hardship for 

all. In multiparty systems it is by no means unusual for parties to coalesce in 

government and maintain their separate identity, and the appearance of a United

Reform coalition in 1931 did not necessarily mean that a single party would be 

formed, just as the 1915-1919 wartime coalition ended with both parties going their 

separate ways. 

Despite the notion that by facing the electors united against Labour in 1931, 

the coalition between United and Reform effectively distilled the party system down 

to a choice between two alternative governments, voters were still able to distinguish 

between the three parties. In theory there was meant to be only one anti-Labour 

candidate in each electorate, but only in 24 out of 53 seats where Labour stood was 

this achieved.s This not only meant that United and Reform candidates stood against 

each other in the 27 seats where Labour did not stand, but also that in 29 of the seats 

candidates from all three of the major parties stood. Table 4.1 showed that there was 

little voting outside these choices in 1931, as the electors' usual opportunity to vote 

for one of three parties was still alive while United and Reform had not been totally 

subsumed under one party label. 

Thus while the constituency effect of plurality may have been to reduce 

competition at the electorate level to two realistic choices, the variability with which 

parties stood candidates meant that a three party system could be maintained at a 

national level. The other significance of this was that by the time of the 1935 

election, when United and Reform looked more like one entity, a third option no 

longer effectively existed. A persistent fourth force had not been waiting in the wings 

while the three larger parties had been fighting it out in the 1920s and 30s, because 

three parties had more than amply covered the single socioeconomic issue 

dimension. 

Average Index of Disproportionality (D) for this election was a mere 3.43. 
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By facing the electors united once more in 1935, with Labour appearing 

increasingly like an alternative government, voters of the right who had previously 

enjoyed a choice between the subtle differences of Reform and United saw only one 

government. This was a government which had been unable to stop the Depression 

from damaging its own support-base. Disillusionment with this government not only 

meant that many votes shifted to Labour, but that more than in the previous election 

went to other parties and individuals, as voters still used to voting in "thirds" looked 

for a home. Dissenters with the government on the right found a repository for their 

views in the new ultra-conservative Democrat Party, but although they received 7.8% 

of the votes, they did not win a single seat. Table 4.1 reveals this disparity in 1935, as 

well as the fact that in this election 21 % of votes were neither for the government 

nor Labour, and returned only 10% of the seats, of which half were Independents. 

Like the Democrats, much of the support for Independent candidates had also been 

drawn away from the government, as 44 Independent, Country, and Liberal 

(Independent) candidates contested for conservative support. 1i 

Therefore, although the Democrats and Independents presented some 

alternative in 1935, there had been no time or space for them to build up electoral 

support once it was clear that choice had collapsed from three to two. Not only had 

alternative third parties been relatively absent during the period of three party politics 

(apart from independent candidates), but the failure of any party outside the United

Reform coalition and Labour to gain traction in 1935 meant that the two party 

system was initially bereft of established challengers as well. This is where the 

electoral system comes into the equation, as it served to retard the ability of those 

parties starting from scratch to become relevant players in the political system. In a 

pattern which was to become familiar, the Democrats virtually disappeared after their 

first election, as electors realised that their votes were wasted on small parties without 

concentrated support. Clearly the mechanical effects of the plurality electoral system 

5Bassett, 1982, p.60. 

6In contrast, Labour strongholds were threatened by only four Communist candidates who were 
easily beaten. The four Maori seats were left to sympathetic Ratana candidates, and six other 
seats were passed to Labour-inclined Independent or Country candidates (Robert Chapman 
(1992) From Labour to National, in G.W. Rice (ed.) Oxford History of New Zealand, Second 
edition, Oxford University Press, Auckland, pp. 351-352). 
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were progressively being supplemented by the psychological factors which 

recognised this disproportionality. 

It became apparent that those votes which went to Labour or 

United/Reform in 1935 more often resulted in seats than those diverted to other 

parties. Previously, votes had been fairly evenly divided between three parties, and 

although the eventual governing party was usually advantaged by the number of seats 

won, the other two were not sufficiently disadvantaged by the mechanical factors of 

plurality to cause their decline from psychological factors. Because three parties had 

effectively replaced one, for some time all three were seen as legitimate recipients of 

votes. However, once two parties had established themselves as dominant, and had 

moved towards the centre of the ideological spectrum to cover as broad a base of 

opinions as possible, their hegemony appeared unassailable. Aided by the concepts of 

'government' and 'opposition' (or alternative government), the predominance of 

Labour and National reflected the view that a political division between two parties 

was not only natural but desirable. 

Maintaining the two party system 

Even the most cursory glance at Figure 5.1 reveals the dominance of the two major 

parties, National and Labour, during this period. The effective number of 

parliamentary parties does not deviate significantly from the value of two for around 

sixty years. But as we saw above, the development of the two party system cannot be 

solely attributed to the simple plurality electoral system, because the contraction from 

three to two parties did not occur in an environment which discriminated 

consistently against any of the three parties. 

Rather, the rationalisation of the party system to one of binary choice can be 

explained to a large degree by the nature of the social cleavages that existed in New 

Zealand at that time. In effect, there was only one cleavage significant enough to 

cause perpetual division in New Zealand, and that was the socioeconomic issue 

dimension. Other than that, New Zealand was a fairly homogeneous society, without 

the deeper religious, ethnic and linguistic divisions which tended to increase the 

numbers of parties in many Continental countries. Given the existence of one 

significant cleavage, and Taagepera and Grofman's (1985) formula that the number 
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of parties equals the number of issue dimensions plus one,7 it could be easily 

concluded that the socioeconomic cleavage should bear only two parties. 

However, this does not explain the existence of three large parties in the 

preceding period. If Taagepera and Grofman's formula is to be applied consistently 

across time, this would indicate the presence of another cleavage at this time. It has 

already been established that the period of three party competition in New Zealand 

was a transition phase from a dominant party system to a two party system. As 

explained in the previous chapter, the Liberals were the first political party in New 

Zealand, and as such they did not face an organised opposition party for some time. 

They were a essentially a moderate centre party, but this catch-all position became 

difficult to maintain with the rise on either flank of parties representing conservative 

and working class interests respectively. Thus the dominant political dialectic since 

1891 occurred between the defenders of the status quo and those who advocated 

more change and reform. Although the Liberals initially made a series of wide

ranging social reforms, they became increasingly occupied with conserving the status 

quo they had established, only to be replaced in this role by conservative Reform 

governments of administration. Labour formed in part from the failure of the Liberal 

Party to maintain the reforming momentum of the 1890s, and sought to replace the 

Liberals as the party of challenge to the established order. 

After their defeat in 1912, support for the Liberals could not be found among 

any single socio-economic grouping - stranded in the middle, they represented a 

mish-mash of people and groupings who did not identify with either Reform or 

Labour. However, although Labour's initial stimulus came from the ideologies of 

socialism and class war advanced by the socialist groups and unions who had first 

made the independent break from the Liberal line, these policies were of a declining 

influence once the party gained electoral momentum. Labour's steady rise to major 

party status necessitated a gradual dilution of doctrine, as the party moved towards 

the centre of the ideological spectrum. By broadening its policy, Labour sought to 

learn from the lesson of 1925,8 and extend upon its solid electoral support in 

7See Chapter One, pp.52-53. 

BIn 1925 Labour bore the brunt of a highly disproportional election, dropping from 21.3% to 15% 



Chapter Five 194 

working class urban-based seats to reach out towards a greater vote distribution over 

all electorates. In this way they actively competed against the Liberals for the support 

of the 'middling' or mixed electorates of town and country. In 1935, Labour's 

electoral majority was distributed more evenly over the country as a whole, in much 

the same way as the vote which maintained the Liberals in power from 1891-1912. If 

this inheritance from the Liberals to Labour appears clearer now with the benefit of 

hindsight, even then the Labour Prime Minister Michael Joseph Savage said that "we 

intend to begin where Richard John Seddon and his colleagues left off'.9 

Although subtle, the continuity of the Liberals through to the two party 

system was not borne solely by Labour. The perpetuation of the Liberals in the 

National Party came more clearly through the continuity of personnel. The 

Depression of the early 1930s had affected a broad range of people in New Zealand, 

and tended to sharpen the socioeconomic distinction that existed in society. 

Although actually descended from the Liberals, United in the 1930s had become 

something of an alternative conservative party, having lost much of its middle and 

working class support to Labour during the 1920s and later through its handling of 

the Depression. Coalition with Reform can thus be seen as an inevitable 

development, signalling a realignment of the right which was finally confirmed with 

the formation of the National Party in 1936. 

The joint venture to provide a single anti-Labour alternative saw the marrying 

of wealthy urban liberal and rural conservative political forces, reflecting to some 

degree the past influences of United and Reform. But unlike their separate 

predecessors,lO National sought to combat Labour's power of organisation and mass 

membership by building up its own party organisation. Labour was the first party to 

really organise on a mass basis, with a widely-spread and well-established branch 

membership and a separate pyramid of extra-parliamentary party institutions to back 

of the seats despite an increase in the share of the total vote from 23.7% to 27.3%. Labour 
leaders recognised that the cause of the disparity was their over-concentration of support in 
working class electorates. 

9Austin V. Mitchell, Dramatis Personae: The Parties, in R.M. Chapman, W.K. Jackson & A.V. 
Mitchell (eds.) New Zealand Politics in Action: The 1960 General Election, Oxford University 
Press, London 1962, p.13. 

laThe United-Reform Coalition had remained somewhat behind Labour as a mass organisation for 
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up their MPs and candidates, including most notably, trade umon affiliations. 

However, in the space of three short years, the remnants of the old Reform and 

Liberal parties had become the National Party and boasted a party organisation and 

mass membership which befitted an emerging unified party. Given the degree of 

cohesion and organisation in the parliamentary Labour party, as the opposition party 

National had little choice but to adopt the same techniques in self-defence. As early 

as the 1938 election, the two party system seems to have already been consolidated 

and established in the minds of voters. 

Both Labour and National had solid bases of sectional support, in the poorer 

inner city seats and in the fewer rich city constituencies and rural areas respectively, 

which retained many of its features until the 1970s. But in order to achieve a majority 

of support to govern, both parties needed to converge towards the centre of the 

political spectrum in promoting their policies. Labour attained this in 1935 because 

not only was its policy platform familiar to the public after years in opposition, but it 

had also softened towards altering and not replacing the political and economic 

system. Until 1945 this policy shift was made even more crucial as the country quota 

effectively created eight more country seats than would have otherwise existed.ll 

Thus by 1935 Labour had become sufficiently broad-based in its policy approach to 

win the support of enough rural voters to become government, as by this stage even 

the most conservative New Zealanders were willing to try a new direction. 

However, much like the Liberals the first Labour government made initial 

reforms and then became increasingly concerned with consolidating its gains. With 

protection of income, schemes of state assistance and spreading state house suburbs, 

a whole generation of poorer families were able to establish themselves in reasonable 

comfort and security - the social effect was a levelling upwards which counteracted 

divisions exacerbated by the Depression. But for thousands it meant more hope and 

opportunity, of escaping outwards and upwards towards their own private future, a 

National-voting future. 

some time. Although a National Political Federation was formed to support all Government 
candidates as 'Nationalists' in 1935, this skeletal body hardly embodied a well-organised mass 
party. 

II Robert M. Chapman (1969) The Political Scene 1919-1931, Heinemann, Auckland, pp. 66-68. 



Chapter Five 196 

Naturally, those best qualified to consolidate change were conservatives, and 

although National were anti-socialist and proclaimed an attachment to notions of 

'freedom', individualism and opportunity, they quickly accepted the basic political 

framework established by Labour. As we saw in Chapter Three, the state has always 

played a major role in New Zealand politics, and even the most conservative sections 

of the community have been willing to turn to it for protection or intervention. In 

order to establish the welfare state and a regulated economy, Labour had achieved 

what Bruce Jesson calls an "historic compromise" between the business community 

and the working class, the key to which was an extension of the power of the state. 12 

Labour extended the economic role of the state to protect the domestic economy 

through import controls, monetary and fiscal policy, and public works. While this 

limited freedom of action, the business community and farmers benefited from a 

prolonged period of economic prosperity. The working class gained full employment 

and the welfare state, but socialism was moderated as capitalism remained, to be 

worked within rather than overthrown. 

In succession, National governments accepted the historic compromise to a 

large degree, and even extended it further in some areas. This high degree of policy 

convergence by. both major parties ensured that they swallowed up most of the 

available space on the ideological spectrum. This is supported by the depiction of the 

two party share of the vote in Figure 5.2, which did not drop below 80% in general 

elections until 1975. Because the gentle tracking down of support for the two party 

system depicted in this graph was shared fairly equally by both parties, this suggests 

that although Labour and National often emphasised their differences, their basic 

policy direction was the same. But this meant that the range of choice had narrowed, 

and from the 1970s in particular, voters supported parties other than National and 

Labour, or simply abstained. 

However, this dealignment was not represented accurately by the simple plurality 

electoral system. In terms of parliamentary representation, two parties remained 

almost entirely dominant throughout this period, as we can see from the effective 

number of parliamentary parties in Figure 5.1. Here was a clear indication that at the 

12Bruce Jesson, (1989) Fra~ments of Labour, Penguin, Auckland, p.17ff. 
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least, plurality electoral systems tended to support two party systems once 

established. In single member districts, there could effectively only be two candidates 

with a chance of winning a seat. Once two parties had established themselves as 

dominant not only in terms of covering the spectrum of public opinion, but also in 

their ability to govern alone as single party governments, the choice was effectively 

one between National and Labour. 

As each party had its own base of support in certain sectors of society, there 

was effectively only one choice in many of the seats which were considered 'safe' for 

either party. For National these were usually those seats which incorporated rural 

areas or wealthy urban suburbs. Labour tended to hold onto the poorer urban 

electorates as well as the four Maori seats. With a certain number of seats near

guaranteed for each party, the election was effectively fought over 'marginal' seats, 

those electorates which contained close levels of support for both parties. Marginal 

seats were often 'mixed' in their composition between town and country, rich and 

poorer suburbs, or simply by representing a middling microcosm of New Zealand 

society. 

Because most elections were decided by which way the marginals went, a 

small percentage increase in the total vote for either National or Labour could often 

mean a disproportionate gain in the number of seats. The safe seats of each major 

party were often won with a large overpayment of votes, but the increased 

competition inherent in marginal seats meant that they were won with comparatively 

fewer votes. Add to this the requirement of only a plurality of votes in each 

electorate, and as Table 5.1 shows, a party with a relatively even spread of votes 

could win a disproportionately larger share of seats even if they only led by a slight 

margin of total votes. 
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Table 5.1: New Zealand Election Results 1938-1993: Percentage of 

Votes and Seats by Party, and Average Index of 

Disproportionality(D)13 

National Labour Others 

13Source for votes and seats data is Wilson (1985). 
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Table 5.1 Continued: New Zealand Election Results 1938-1993 

Thus although the two major parties were often very close in the percentage of votes 

they received, the aggregation of these votes through the crude filter of single 

member districts meant that either party could receive a much larger percentage of 

seats. A quarter of the twenty elections from 1935 to 1993 resulted in the two parties 

being separated by 1 % or less of the vote, but on each occasion one of the parties 

gained a reasonable majority of seats over the other. Therefore, although it has been 

hypothesised that the existence of more than two parties is the major source of 

disproportionality under plurality, as we see in Table 4.1 the electoral bonus given to 

the leading party was the predominant source of disproportionality before the arrival 

of Social Credit in 1954. At around the 8 mark, the average index of 

disproportionality(D) that plurality affords in this period is still comparatively high 

despite the absence of significant third or minor parties. 14 

Given the bias of FPP towards the party with the leading number of votes 

(and even to the party with the second highest number of votes in 1978 and 1981) 

regardless of how slight the margin, it may be wondered why either of the two parties 

14For a comparative survey of the D of seventy electoral systems, see Lijphart 1994 (Appendix B, 
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or their supporters did not become despondent at this state of affairs. The reason 

why they generally did not complain about the lot they were awarded by the electoral 

system centres on the very closeness of the number of votes received. If the smallest 

of margins could result in a large reward, then the losing party would be subject to 

the same justice should the swing of opinion go their way next time. In this respect, 

the electoral system was hypersensitive to the smallest of shifts in support, which not 

only made it appear responsive, but also made credible the expected alternation of 

power by both parties. Thus New Zealand's party system at this time fulfilled 

Lipson's necessary conditions for the operation of a two party system (see Chapter 

Two), including the ready oscillation of power between Labour and National. 

Despite the tendency for National to hold power for longer, Labour's strength was 

usually close enough to threaten their hold on the Treasury benches come election 

time. 

Thus Duverger's psychological factors do not hold when the mechanical 

factors do not apply consistently to the same parties, which meant that two parties 

were able to prevail in this period due to their expected alternation in power. In the 

previous era the absence of selective electoral discrimination sustained three parties 

under a simple plurality electoral system, but once a two party system became 

established, fledgling third parties were subjected to continuous disproportionality by 

the workings of the electoral system. 

I<eeping the other parties out 

Although there are doubts as to whether the simple plurality electoral system in New 

Zealand necessarily caused a two party system, we have seen that it helped to 

maintain it. Perhaps plurality's most important contribution towards the maintenance 

of the two party system was not in balancing the two major parties, but in stunting 

the electoral success of third or minor parties. A look at Figure 5.1 once again will 

show that there were effectively two parties represented in parliament during this era, 

despite the fact that there was often significant support for parties other than 

National or Labour. 

pp.160-162). 
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Earlier on, it could be argued that the failure of the Democrats and John A. 

Lee's Democratic Soldiers Labour Party, as splinter parties from the right and left of 

the political spectrum, was attributable to the disproportionality of the electoral 

system. According to Tables 4.1 and 5.1, these parties gained 7.8% and 4.3% of the 

vote without a single seat in 1935 and 1943 respectively. And if one looks at Table 

5.1 again, it seems as if this mechanical influence of the electoral system subsequently 

had the psychological effect of discouraging voters from supporting these parties 

further, as their votes seemed to be wasted. 

However, from 1946-1954 it also seemed that the two major parties were able 

to adequately cover the range of electoral choice in New Zealand. Here the effective 

number of electoral parties correlates very closely to the number of parliamentary 

parties, but it would be questionable to attribute this entirely to the workings of the 

electoral system. New Zealand society was still relatively homogeneous in its opinion, 

to the extent that majority support could be found under the aegis of one party, in 

the elections of 1946, 1949, and 1951 . Moreover, by the mid-1940s National had 

caught up to Labour in its potential to compete for majority voting support. If the 

seeds of the two party system are to be found in the depression coalition of United 

and Reform, then the bedding-in of this two party competition occurred without 

disturbance in the three elections from 1946-1951. In a sense this was a period of 

realignment, as both parties had spawned and dealt with splinter parties on their 

flank. 

However, the arrival of Social Credit on the electoral scene in 1954 provided 

a challenge to the two party system. From that time on no single party has been able 

to gain an absolute majority of the popular vote. Nevertheless, as Table 5.1 shows, 

for the 11.1 % of the vote gained in 1954, Social Credit was not rewarded with a 

single seat. In the subsequent election their share of the vote fell, a sign of the 

psychological factors which shadowed mechanical disproportionality. It was not until 

1966 that their vote recovered, and they were able to win the constituency seat of 

Hobson plus 14.5% of the vote. However, in the main Social Credit was shut out of 

parliament by the electoral system, particularly by the mechanical factors of simple 

plurality which worked against it. 

Although support for Social Credit was undeniably significant, the percentage 

of votes it received should be seen as an average across all electorates, without 



Chapter Five 203 

actually being high enough to ensure that many individual electorate contests were 

won. Without concentrated geographical support, voting for Social Credit in single 

member districts did not often yield parliamentary representation. It is noteworthy 

that two of the seats won by Social Credit first came to it from by-elections,15 

whereby the party could concentrate its efforts on one seat, and it could capitalise on 

the anti-government swing that by-elections usually bring without posing a threat to 

government stability. Nevertheless, in terms of general elections, when the party won 

a single seat for 16.1 % of the vote in 1978 and then two upon reaching its apogee of 

20.7% in 1981, it was shown that the proportion of the vote required before seats 

were returned in reasonable proportion under plurality was very high indeed. 

Logically, one might argue that a third party gaining around 30% of the vote should 

get a significant return of seats for votes, because in some three way contests this 

would be enough to win a constituency seat by a plurality. 16 

Given Social Credit's poor electoral value for voters, one would have 

expected the party to have disappeared relatively quickly. Yet despite an undulating 

history, Social Credit was remarkable in its persistence as a phenomenon in New 

Zealand politics. Nevertheless, this party was not seen as a replacement for either of 

the two major parties, as it never consistently received enough support to gain even 

adequate representation, as Labour had in its early career. The threshold of 

representation for Labour was lowered by the strategies the established parties 

adopted in not contesting all electorates. By the time Social Credit arrived on the 

political scene, the party system was fully structured, and Labour and National were 

'strong' enough to field candidates everywhere. 

Although it began as a party of ideas, and monetary reform in particular, it 

increasingly 'focused' itself upon becoming an alternative for both parties. Thus 

Social Credit shifted from what Anthony Downs called a 'Type B' party, attempting 

to influence the policies of the existing parties, to a 'Type A' party, seeking to win 

15Bruce Beetham won Rangitikei in the 1977 by-election, and held the seat until 1984. Garry 
Knapp won the by-election for East Coast Bays in 1980, before being defeated in 1987. 

16Lijphart (1994, pp.25-26) uses the example of 25% as an effective threshold for a four-way 
contest. 
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elections and locate itself so as to represent voters whose Views are not being 

expressed by extant partiesY 

However, it is difficult to see where a third party like Social Credit could find 

support on the single issue dimension spectrum dominated by Labour and National. 

Because elections in New Zealand effectively became a choice between alternative 

governments, both parties had moved closer together ideologically, in order to 

capture the optimal number of votes. This assumes that voter distribution is 'normal' 

and can be expressed graphically as a bell-shaped curve, with the bulk of the 

electorate's opinion clustered around the political centre. As party distance becomes 

less and less, the two parties become more similar, given their basic agreement on the 

historic compromise of a Keynesian-managed economy and the welfare state. With 

the choice between the two parties becoming less significant, "imaginary differences" 

(to borrow an advertising term) are created and emphasised, which leads to an 

increase in the level of adversarial behaviour between them. As this occurred in the 

mid 1970s, Social Credit responded to its fluctuating fortunes by positioning itself as 

a catch-all party in the centre between National and Labour. A significant proportion 

of its support therefore came from those disillusioned with the behaviour of Labour 

and National, with Social Credit acting chiefly as a repository for the "protest" 

vote. 18 

While such protest votes were cast to send a message to the major parties, 

voters were well aware that the mechanics of the electoral system meant that votes 

for a party like Social Credit would probably not be translated into seats in 

parliament. However, given that votes for Social Credit and non-voting had the same 

outcome, the act of casting a 'protest' vote takes on deeper significance as a 

comment on the two party system. 

17Downs, 1957, p.127. The difference between these two types is often difficult to distinguish in 
reality, because many parties founded primarily to gain office actually perform the function of 
influencing the policies of previously existing parties. 

18Richard Mulgan (1989) Democracy and Power in New Zealand, Second edition, Oxford 
University Press, Auckland, p.57. Mulgan describes third parties as being "parasitic" on two 
party competition, because they exist as "dustbin parties" for voters "who express displeasure 
with the major parties, and are thus a means of keeping the major parties sensitive to the wishes 
of the electorate." However, this implies that the major parties will take notice of any support 
these minor parties win, and adjust their position to head off this threat. By forcing major 
parties to realign in this manner, it could be argued that third parties may actually serve to 
enhance the operation of the two party system. Thus the contrast between positive support for a 
party's cause and negative voting against another party is not as clear cut as Mulgan draws it. 
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If support for Social Credit was symptomatic of a need for an alternative to 

the two major parties, be it only as a protest vehicle, then this is certainly supported 

by the available data. As Figure 5.1 shows, the gap between the effective number of 

electoral and parliamentary parties from the arrival of Social Credit in 1954 onwards 

indicates that the level of voting for parties which failed to gain fair representation 

increased gradually until 1984. This runs counter to Duverger's theory that once the 

mechanical effects of the electoral system are demonstrated, then the psychological 

effect of this will be a reduction in the support for minor parties, as occurred after 

1935 and 1943. In addition, the increase in support for third and minor parties has 

tended to increase the disproportionality that the plurality electoral system has 

afforded towards them. The results of this can be seen in the growth of the index of 

disproportionality (D) in Table 5.1 after 1954. Initially disproportionality was only 

high in the elections where Social Credit peaked in their cycle (eg. 1954, 1966), but a 

more marked increase developed from the 1970s onwards when a wider range of 

minor parties began to attract more voter attention. 

Not only did minor parties progressively achieve more support from the 

1970s, but the actual number of parties contesting elections also steadily increased 

during this period, as seen in Figure 5.3 (electoral parties).19 Although most were 

spectacularly unsuccessful and many were ephemeral, their existence and any support 

they received automatically increased the level of disproportionality, as is 

hypothesised by Taagepera and Shugart (see Table 5.1).20 Perhaps most interesting is 

that such a high number of parties should contest elections which most of them 

clearly had no chance of winning, and that this number should actually increase over 

time. In other words, the plurality electoral system did not provide sufficient 

19Data was only available for 1957 onwards from the following sources, as before this time the 
party affiliation of candidates was not recorded: Appendices to the Journal of theHouse of 
Representatives (1958) vol.IV H.33; AlliR (1961) vol.IV H.33; AJHR (1964) vol.III H.33; 
AlliR (1967) vol.III H.33; AJHR (1970) vol.IV H.33; AJHR (1973) vol.lI E.9; AJHR (1976) 
vol.V E.9; AlliR (1979) vol.V E.9; AJHR (1982) vol.IV E.9; AlliR (1984-1985) vol.V E.9; 
AlliR (1987-1990) vol.VI E.9; AJHR (1991-1993) vol.XIV E.9; AlliR (1994.)E.9. 

20See Chapter One or Taagepera & Shugart, 1989, p.124. The authors use the example that a 
change to a more proportional electoral system will result in low disproportionality (D). Since 
there is no countervailing psychological effect, the result is an increase in the number of 
electoral parties(Nv), and therefore an increase in D, because not all parties can be represented. 
Thus the real example referred to in the text above is all the more significant, because no 
change was made to the electoral system (which meant the chances of being elected remained 
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low), and yet the number of electoral parties increased. With more parties being denied access 
to representation, it is therefore unsurprising that D increased in this period. 
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psychological barriers to people forming new parties, despite the fact that the 

number of parliamentary parties peaked at three (see Figure 5.3), and the third party 

in question was severely underrepresented. But it is also notable that the growth in 

the number of parties contesting elections was also matched by an increase in the 

number of parties achieving "significant" levels of electoral support of 1 % or above 

(see Figure 5.3).21 This may have been enough to encourage some small parties 

whose main desire was not to win office, but to influence governing parties in some 

policy area that was being neglected in the current environment. 

The best example of such a 'Type B' party expressing a cause excluded from 

the mainstream political agenda during this period was Values. Although a green 

party by nature, Values held a strong appeal to young middle class voters 

disillusioned with the two major parties. 22 Peaking at 5.2% of the vote in 1975, 

Values' support reflected the postmodern concerns of an increasing number of New 

Zealanders for the environment, peace, civil liberties, and the role of women and 

ethnic minorities. However, other parties, and particularly Labour, moved to shut 

down support for Values and entice it towards their own party, by strengthening 

their own environmental policies along the same lines. Without seats, and with the 

appropriation of their most popular policies by parties which were more able to put 

them into practice, Values faded as a political force until a new Green party was 

announced in 1990. 

Thus not only does the plurality electoral system fail to accurately translate 

the support of minor parties into seats, but from an established position of strength 

this allows the major parties to collapse the new issues they raised into their own 

'preordained packages'. As Taagepera and Shugart note, the impetus for new parties 

is reduced when new issue dimensions are simply made to appear to be part of the 

main ones.23 Alternatively, the issues raised by parties like Values may have never 

been significant enough to justify a more permanent place for minor parties of their 

type, regardless of the electoral barriers before them.24 

21As is used by Shamir (1985, p.3) in measuring the degree of party fragmentation. 

22Raymond Miller (1992) Minor Parties, in H. Gold (ed.) New Zealand Politics in Perspective, 
Third edition, Longman Paul, Auckland, p.317. 

23Taagepera & Shugart, 1989, pp. 66, 95-97. 

24As it was, the support for Values-type policies by the liberal middle class o(the 1970s also 
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Similarly, the establishment of the Mana Motuhake party in 1980 was also 

largely unsuccessful in mining a possible cleavage over Maori issues. Former Cabinet 

Minister Matiu Rata left the Labour Party because although it had long dominated 

Maori electoral support and held the Maori seats, it had largely taken this support for 

granted. However, the subsequent failure of the Mana Motuhake party to gain 

traction can be attributed to some degree to the workings of the electoral system. 

Although Mana Motuhake barely captured 1 % of the vote nationwide, in the four 

Maori seats they consistently polled second behind Labour until 1993, peaking at 

22.4% in 1990. Despite this significant support among the Maori seats, Mana 

Motuhake failed to win even one seat, because of the compartmentalisation of 

electoral competition into single member districts. Thus although Maori seats had 

been guaranteed, the same kind of disproportionality affected parties primarily 

contesting the four Maori seats as it did for minor parties contesting general seats. 

Like many minor parties in the period under study, Mana Motuhake 

contested only a limited number of seats, which meant that its overall level of 

support may have been far greater if it had contested all seats. Under proportional 

systems, the use of lists and multimember districts ensures that all voters are given an 

opportunity to vote for minor parties, either through a nationwide party vote or 

through the compression of the number of seats into districts returning more MFs. 

However, it may be that the ethnic cleavage has not been strong enough to 

support a party which concentrates solely on this dimension. This may explain why 

Labour has traditionally been the most popular party among Maori, incorporating the 

socioeconomic cleavage which is closely connected to issues of Maori development 

in the minds of many. It may be unrealistic to expect that Maori would vote on the 

basis of their ethnicity first, and on issues surrounding their livelihood second, unless 

these issues become intertwined. Undoubtedly the birth of Mana Motuhake 

capitalised on the upsurge of Maori nationalism and protest over Treaty claims which 

occurred in the late 1970s and early 1980s, just as parties such as Values evolved 

from the growth of "new social movements" in the 1960s and 1970s. Although such 

parties reflected a sharpening of conflict over social-moral, environmental, race and 

mirrored changes of personnel taking place within the Labour Party itself. Labour experienced 
an upsurge in membership of young urban liberals during the 1960s, many of whom were to 
become influential in the Fourth Labour government (Jesson, 1989, Chapter Two). 
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gender-related issues in New Zealand society, this fractionalisation of political 

opinion was also symptomatic of the collapse of the broad consensus around the 

constructs of the welfare state and the Keynesian mixed economy, upon which the 

two party system was based. 

The breakdown of the two party system? 

Despite their continuing monopoly on seats won in parliament, the course of New 

Zealand politics since the mid-1970s has seen the two party system under strain. A 

glance back at Figure 5.2 shows a gradual tracking-down in support for the two 

major parties beginning in 1954, but sharpening in the 1970s when their combined 

support dropped below 80%. This confirms the growth of electoral fractionalisation 

found in the increase of the effective number of electoral parties in Figure 5.1, and 

the nominal growth of electoral parties contesting elections and those receiving 

'significant' support in Figure 5.3. It is also worthy to note that the growth of support 

for a wider range of minor parties since then has occurred at the expense of both 

major parties (see Figure 5.2). Having seen how these new parties tapped into new 

sources of electoral support (to no avail in terms of representation), the manner in 

which the two major parties 'lost' support also requires examination. 

By the 1970s and 80s, the steadily rising prosperity enjoyed by New Zealand 

in the 1950s and 1960s gave way to economic instability characterised by high and 

persistent inflation, declining terms of trade, and growing unemployment. External 

economic pressures were significant contributing factors to this malaise, particularly 

the entry of erstwhile trading partner Great Britain into the EEC, and the series of oil 

shocks in the 1970s. In the face of this downturn, New Zealand's longstanding 

programme of economic protectionism and insulation remained as governments 

tried to preserve high levels of economic and social security. In particular, the 

National government of 1975-84 led by Robert Muldoon extended the power of the 

state to an unprecedented degree, in order to buttress the domestic economy against 

damaging external forces. In doing so, National had not only taken the premise of 

the historic compromise to the extreme, but had also derailed itself from its own 

stated philosophical position of economic freedom from government intervention. 
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Labour did not seem to offer enough of an alternative, especially given the unusual 

situation they faced as National displaced their own traditional policy position. 

The apparent failure of these policies engendered an increasing lack of 

electoral confidence in both Labour and National. As the electorate's cynicism grew, 

they responded by voting governments out of, rather than into office, and there was 

increasing support for an expanding number of political parties. However, the minor 

parties which broke out of the two party-single dimension mould in this period were 

not only protest parties, but also radical parties relative to National and Labour.25 By 

representing issues beyond the boundaries of the usual socioeconomic paradigm, 

minor parties such as Values provided voters with an alternative to the centripetal 

competition of the two major parties. Social Credit projected its entire image towards 

providing an alternative to the two major parties, such that the pragmatic 

interventionism of the National government sent their usual supporters in unusual 

numbers to Social Credit in 1978 and 1981. 

Nevertheless, support for these minor parties did not address the reality of 

the party system: that a realignment was required along the ultimately important 

socioeconomic dimension. In line with this, the splinter New Zealand Party became 

the new beneficiary of the gradual erosion of National's support in the 1984 election. 

Social Credit lost favour due to the lack of credibility demonstrated by their two MPs 

in supporting a controversial move by the government to proceed with the Clyde 

Dam Project. 26 The party's popularity was further eroded by a gradual restoration of 

public faith in Labour, and the clearer prescription offered by the rival New Zealand 

Party on socioeconomic policy. 

The New Zealand Party was the first splinter party to appear since the initial 

consolidation of the two party system in the 1940s,27 indicating that some sort of 

realignment of the party system was imminent. Splinter parties often appear when 

supporters of a major party fear that the party has become less ideologically distinct 

from its main rival. In response, these 'loyalists' form a new party at their traditional 

25Peter Aimer (1992) The Changing Party System, in H. Gold (ed.) New Zealand Politics in 
Perspective, Third edition, Longman Paul, Auckland, p.337. 

26Miller, 1992, pp.320-321. 

27Except Mana Motuhake, which was unusual as a splinter party in that it was formed while its 
parent party was in opposition. 
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pole in an attempt to pull back the policies of the old party by providing competition 

on their flank. 28 While one would assume that a more proportional electoral system 

would benefit such "blackmail" parties by providing them with some leverage in 

parliament, this misunderstands the aim of the party. Under plurality elections a 

splinter party can still damage its parent party by siphoning off its traditional support, 

without ensuring that it will be an ongoing threat to the major party in future 

elections. As we saw with the Democrats and the DSLP, if immediate success (in 

terms of representation) is not forthcoming in the first election contested, the third 

party is prone to fade away due to the psychological factors posited by Duverger. On 

the other hand, one could assume that under a proportional system, parties may take 

longer to disappear once they have gained representation, even if they have largely 

lost relevance. 

Although the New Zealand Party received no seats for the 12.3% of the vote 

it won in 1984,29 it had acted as a true splinter party. The stated aim of its leader, 

property developer and former National supporter Robert Jones, was to cause the 

defeat of the National government because it had transgressed so far from its 

traditional emphasis on the free market and the individual. While one could not say 

with certainty that the New Zealand Party caused National's defeat in 1984, it 

certainly contributed to it. 3D Moreover, the popularity of the free market policies of 

the New Zealand Party did not go unnoticed by those responsible for rebuilding the 

National Party while in opposition. Having contributed to this process, Jones 

abandoned the party he had formed, and it faded from view almost as quickly as it 

had arrived. 

Given the rejection of the protected economy by the electorate and facing a 

foreign currency crisis, the Fourth Labour government set about its traditional 

reforming role. However, this time Labour Cabinet members led by Finance Minister 

Roger Douglas used the opportunity to introduce a much more extensive range of 

free market reforms, to "roll back the state" from involvement in the economy. By 

28Downs, 1957, p.13!. 

29Compared to the two seats received by Social Credit at this election for 7.6% of the vote, the 
New Zealand Party were comparatively disadvantaged by the workings of the electoral system. 

30As a crude indicator, support for the New Zealand Party (12.3%) outweighed the difference 
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1987, it seemed that the two party system had temporarily stabilised, albeit in a topsy

turvy manner. As we can see from Figure 5.2, the two party vote recovered to above 

ninety percent in 1987 (for the first time since 1972) as political decisions became 

focused along the socio-economic issue dimension. A look at Figure 5.1 also reveals 

that in this election voting for minor parties fell away at the same time, given the 

significant drop in the effective number of electoral parties from 2.99 in 1984 to 2.34 

in 1987.31 

However, the abrupt departure from traditional Labour policies and the 

embrace of neo-liberal market reforms aroused disillusion and outright hostility 

among many of the party's supporters, especially within the union movement.32 

None of these new policies had been included as part of Labour's manifesto in 1984, 

and the apparent lack of conscience over a trail of broken promises was echoed in 

the decision not to release the 1987 manifesto until after the election.33 In its second 

term, further moves to flatten taxes and privatise state assets spearheaded by Douglas 

prompted the formation of the splinter NewLab our Party, led by Labour MP and 

former party president Jim Anderton.34 Although it was clear Anderton was not the 

only one in the Labour caucus uncomfortable with the government's programme, the 

key to his departure was the perception that he betrayed the unity of the 

parliamentary party. 

As another true splinter party, NewLabour expressed the abandonment by 

Labour of its former principles and sought a realignment on the left, much as the 

New Zealand Party had on the right. However, in winning 5.2% of the vote and one 

between Labour and National's share of the vote(7.1 %), but under plurality this would have 
been effective in reducing National's vote in the marginal electorates, helping Labour to win. 

31 Interestingly, Figure 5.3 reveals that the actual number of parties contesting the election in 
1987 (40) was the highest so far. However. the effective number of electoral parties for this 
election (Figure 5.1) means that a lower number of parties received voters' support in 1987 
than in the previous election. It may have been that the high level of support for a wider range 
of parties in 1984 encouraged more parties to contest the 1987 election. 

32It could be argued that Labour's traditional stance was to reform. and due to the leftward lurch 
of National there was only one direction in which this reforming ideal could go. 

33The individual policies (full or composite) were released but not as collected works. 

34Anderton sought caucus approval to abstain from voting in favour of privatisation legislation, 
which was denied on a majority vote, and in December 1988 he was expelled from the party 
caucus. In March of that year Anderton had issued an alternative economic policy paper in 
protest at the government's policies, and Cabinet had dropped him from the Chair of 
parliament's Foreign Affairs and Defence Select Committee (Miller, 1992, p.314). 
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seat (Anderton's) in 1990, NewLabour did not make the impact many expected it 

would. It was not so much the low number of seats awarded to the party by the 

electoral system, but the low level of voting support it received which weakened 

NewLabour's presence as a splinter party, a factor not directly attributable to FPP.35 

Moreover, NewLabour were overshadowed by the success of the new Green Party, 

which gained 6.9% of the vote but no seats, and probably collected the votes of 

many of those those who might normally have voted Labour. 

More importantly, the crushing defeat of Labour and the huge parliamentary 

majority awarded to National indicated that many of voters believed that some 

degree of economic liberalisation had been necessary. Otherwise they would not 

have returned National, the party which usually preserved the status quo once reform 

was enacted by Labour, and who were unlikely to return to their economic 

management style of 1975-84. It seemed that a new kind of 'compromise' had been 

reached: many New Zealanders now believed that the economy could not flourish if 

over-protected by the state. The main division now occurred over the extension of 

such market principles into social policy, as this conflict had largely caused the self

destruction of the Labour government in its second term. 

Against expectations, once back in power in 1990 the National government 

continued with Labour's programme of reform, including efforts to reduce the level 

of government spending in social portfolios such as health, education and welfare. 

Like Labour, National broke several election promises, including the imposition of a 

surcharge on superannuation which alienated those elderly voters who had supported 

National in 1990. In response to National's shift rightward, two splinter parties broke 

off from it, reflecting the persistence of the historic compromise and belief in the 

welfare state by some in the centre-right party. 

The Liberal Party was formed in August 1991 by two National backbenchers, 

Gilbert Myles and Hamish McIntyre, due to their intense opposition early in the term 

to the government's economic and social policies. Later in the same year, the leaders 

of the NewLabour, Green, Democrat (formerly Social Credit) and Mana Motuhake 

parties formed an "Alliance" of the minor parties which the Liberals also joined, in 

order to maximise the electoral opposition against National and Labour at the 1993 

35 Although voters may have had some idea that NewLabour was bound to be discriminated 
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election. This is ultimately a clear example that the plurality electoral system does 

tend to reduce the number of parties contesting elections. In this case this effect was 

achieved through an electoral accommodation by minor parties, in an effort to 

combat the mechanical and psychological effects that the electoral system affords,36 

rather than falling victim to it. 

Although comprising a mix of Type A and Type B parties, the Alliance's 

existence as an electoral accommodation strongly suggests that it sees attainment of 

power as the only way to implement its policies. Seeking a return to the welfare state, 

as well as a much greater emphasis upon environmental issues, the position of the 

Alliance as a 'red-green' coalition has underlined its goal to replace Labour as the 

major party of the left, rather than simply pull it back towards its pole. Late in 1991 

the Alliance briefly overtook both major parties in opinion polls and did so again in 

October 1992, but for most of this period it was ranked as the second most popular 

party after National.37 

The success of the Alliance early on came largely at the expense of Labour, 

given its decisive rejection by the electorate in 1990 and the quandary it faced over 

whether to acknowledge the decisions made while in government as right or wrong. 

It could be argued that the actions of the Alliance amounted to a regeneration of the 

political left rather than a realignment, as it incorporated elements of Labour's 

former identity in terms of its economic policy, while courting social liberals on 

environmental and Maori issues. However, as National continued the revolution 

begun by Labour, the Alliance also benefited from protest against the two party 

system, with both major parties now being seen as untrustworthy and 

indistinguishable as the purveyors of "New Right" economic policies. 

In July 1993 competition for the vote against the two major parties arrived in 

the form of a second splinter from National, the New Zealand First Party, led by 

former Cabinet Minister Winston Peters. As an outspoken critic of his own 

government's programme of reform, Peters had been sacked as Minister of Maori 

Affairs and de-selected from contesting his Tauranga seat as a National candidate. 

against by the electoral system if it did not receive a significant share of the vote. 

36Even Grumm (1958, pp. 375-376) agrees that an electoral system may at least have this effect 
on a party system. 

37Jack Vowles & Peter Aimer (1993) voters' Vengeance: The 1990 Election and the fate of the 
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He resigned from the National Party and promptly won his own by-election before 

establishing his own party, which owed most of its support to the personal appeal 

and populist outbursts of its leader.38 His attacks were often aimed at the undue 

influence of big business on government policy, and he campaigned for economic 

nationalism against foreign investment, and the repeal of the surcharge on 

superannuation. In doing so he gathered the support of "Grey Power" and other 

people who were angry at the National government for their broken promises, but 

who had never been entirely comfortable identifying with the left wing image of the 

Alliance. The appearance of New Zealand First implied that it was not just Labour 

which needed to realign, but the entire two party system if it was to maintain its 

titular character. 

The 1993 election certainly provided the biggest challenge to the two party 

system since its inception some sixty years before. The combined minor party vote 

was 30.2%, of which the Alliance captured 18.2% and NZ First 8.4%, making it the 

most fractionalised vote since the three-party era. In fact, as Figure 5.1 shows, the 

effective number of electoral parties in 1993 reached 3.5, which had only been 

achieved previously in 1919, 1922 and 1928 (see Chapter Four, Figure 4.1). In 

addition, for the first time since the 1930s, four parties had been elected to the 

House, and this numerical increase is also depicted in Figure 5.1. However, despite 

an increase in the number of parties represented in the House, the two minor parties 

were still awarded a disproportionately smaller share of seats in relation to their share 

of the vote, with each getting two seats. Given the likely expectation that the 

mechanical effects of the plurality electoral system would act to discriminate against 

them, then it is remarkable that the Alliance and New Zealand First still got the 

number of votes that they did. 

As the 1993 election was held under the simple plurality system, and the 

votes cast for the Alliance and New Zealand First were largely unrewarded in terms 

of seats, it could be maintained that these splinter parties operated as receptacles for 

protest votes. However, it is also possible that tactical voting occurred in this 

instance as well as in the past, acting through Duverger's psychological factors to 

Fourth Labour Government, Auckland University Press, Auckland, p.219. 

38For some time Peters had consistently outranked Jim Bolger (PM and leader of the National 
Party) as preferred prime minister in public opinion polling. 
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draw votes away from minor parties. Anthony Downs explains that it may be 

perfectly rational for a minor party supporter in a two party system to vote for a 

major party candidate, in order to stop a candidate from the least favoured party 

from winning. 39 Jack Vowles and Peter Aimer argue that such tactics may have saved 

several seats for Labour in the 1993 election. They cite the example of the two 

Hamilton seats, where Labour recovered seven points on election day, while the 

Alliance's support fell from a consistent peak over the last few weeks by a similar 

seven points.40 

There is simply no way to measure exactly how many votes for minor parties 

under FPP were protest votes, or how many were possibly diverted away from minor 

parties for tactical reasons. The least that political scientists have to go on is the 

actual number of votes for minor parties, and given this it cannot be argued that the 

level of voting for parties other than National or Labour in 1993 was normal. One 

contributing factor to this upsurge in support may have been the 'newness' of both 

minor parties, as this was their first election (or their first election together, in the 

case of the Alliance) and this novelty value may have increased expectations that they 

might be able to succeed in gaining a significant number of seats. At the least, this 

meant that they had no prior record of failure, which would have set in motion the 

psychological factors that had previously been so damaging to the ongoing support 

of other minor parties. 

However, it would be remiss not to mention the influence that the 

simultaneous referendum on changing the electoral system may have had on the vote 

for the Alliance and NZ First. The rejection of FPP in the 1992 indicative 

referendum, and the endorsement of MMP in its place in 1993, demonstrated that a 

majority of the voting public were willing to allow the vote for minor parties to be 

reflected proportionally in terms of parliamentary seats, for whatever reason. The 

fact that the highest correlations between the MMP choice and party vote occurred 

39Downs, 1957, pp. 47-48. 

40Jack Vowles & Alan Simpson (1994) Voter Volatility in Hamilton: The 1993 Campaign, in J. 
Vowles & P. Aimer (eds.) Double Decision: The 1993 Election and Referendum in New 
Zealand, Victoria University Press, Wellington, pp. 79, 88. Note that this explanation for 
Labour's victory in these seats was consistent with other survey findings by these authors. 
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with the Alliance and NZ First41 showed that voters were willing to doubly reinforce 

their preferred position. The most optimistic of these voters knew that no minor 

party would win anywhere near sufficient parliamentary seats in 1993 to enable them 

to form a government. But they also knew that by voting tactically for a third party 

and for MMP, they would help strengthen the position of minor parties in the future. 

This suggests that once given some hope of electoral progress, it may be 'rational' to 

vote for a minor party, in an example of what Downs calls "future-oriented 

voting".42 

The coupling of the vote for the Alliance/NZ First and the mandate for a 

change of electoral system to MMP is not an easy one to disentangle. Both present 

themselves as votes against the two major parties. The actions of the Alliance and 

New Zealand First under FPP would be labelled as "parasitic" by Mulgan, but even if 

they were acting as 'protest' parties, the votes they received were not necessarily as 

wasted nor as negative as a non-vote. In attempting to clarify the range of political 

choices when the two major parties grew too indistinct, the votes for these minor 

parties pointed to significant bases of neglected electoral support. If the major parties 

reacted to this, and sought to realign, then the contrast between positive support for 

a party's cause and negative voting against another party is not as clear cut as Mulgan 

draws it. Thus it is possible that support for New Zealand First and the Alliance, 

acting effectively as splinter parties, may be seen as both a positive vote for the 

party's principles and as a protest against the major party which has abandoned these 

principles. 

At the same time, by embracing a system of proportional representation in 

1993, voters were also rejecting the dysfunctioning of the two party system. In 

'normal' elections under Mulgan's model of two party competition, an unpopular 

government is able to replaced by an alternative government, in the form of the 

other major party. The simple plurality electoral system aided this process, not only 

by allowing for the ready reversal of a majority of seats given a small swing in the 

vote, but also by shutting third parties out of the legislature so that the major parties 

41 Alan McRobie (1994) Fillal and Binding, in J. Vowles & A. Simpson (eds.) Double Decision: 
The 1993 Election and Referendum in New Zealand, Victoria University Press, Wellington, 
p.119 Table 2. 

42Downs, 1957, p.49. 
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could rule exclusively. However, given that both Labour and National were 

unpopular for their similar economic policies, the normal process of alternation 

could not occur: Labour/National effectively were the government. In other words, 

for many voters the two party system had broken down and there was no longer any 

meaning of 'choice'. The new compromise built around the market economy failed 

to provide any distinctions between National and Labour for a significant number 

who believed in the historic compromise, as represented by the Alliance and New 

Zealand First. Although the background to the introduction of MMP will be 

discussed in more detail in the following chapter, it is enough to say at this point that 

support for J\1:Mp reflected disillusion with the two parties, and their ability to remain 

reflective and responsive to the shape of opinion in the electorate. 

Although it is not as apparent in the way seats were awarded to parties, the 

degree of electoral fractionalisation in 1993 reveals that a multiparty system already 

existed at this level. This had not been seen in New Zealand since the 1920s, but as 

that era showed, a multiparty parliament was not irreconcilable with the plurality 

electoral system. Whether or not the Alliance or New Zealand First could have 

maintained their. support under a contir:.uation of the same electoral system is a 

speculative question. In order to do so, it seems that either party would have to carve 

out a base of support for itself among some identifiable grouping in society, much as 

Labour did. In any case, we know that the performance of minor parties bears an 

inverse relationship to the success of the two major parties, and the result of 1993 

certainly indicated that the two party system was in trouble. 

At 69.8% the combined vote for the two major parties not only hit its lowest 

ebb in 1993, but it also fell below 70%, the value at which Sartori considered the 

borderline for a two-party system. At around 35% each, neither National nor Labour 

looked to be in a "position to compete for the absolute majority" of seats, as he 

prescribed.43 In the face of this, it looked increasingly unlikely that the electoral 

system would be able to guarantee a two party hegemony of representation if support 

for the two parties fell further. National's final total of 50 out of 99 seats did not 

initially give it a majority in the House as a Speaker had to be provided for.44 This 

43Sartori, 1976, p.188. 

44Por details on how National's slim majority was preserved, see Chapter Seven. 
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threatened the other 'properties' of a two party system according to Lipson, namely 

that one of the parties should win a parliamentary majority (see Chapter Two). 

However, Peter Aimer hypothesises that as long as the two major parties are 

fairly even in strength then a two party format will remain in some form. Even in the 

heyday of support for Social Credit in 1981, the vote for Labour and National was 

virtually equal, and yet both were equidistant from Social Credit's vote.45 Similarly, in 

1993 a mere 0.4% separated Labour and National, while there was an electoral gap of 

at least 16% between the two major parties and the highest performing minor party, 

the Alliance. Thus even while the vote for both parties has declined, their fortunes 

remain closely tied together, while the breach between the minor and major parties 

stands. We know from the experience of Social Credit that in order to close this gap 

a party must promote positive and credible policy alternatives, but we also know 

from the experience of parties like Values that policies must be relevant to the 

dominant issue paradigm if a party is to grow. 

The plurality electoral system certainly provides a major barrier to mmor 

parties from coming within striking distance of the two major parties. From past 

experience it can be deduced that the effective threshold for such parties is likely to 

be around 25-30% percent of the total vote, before seats begin to be received in 

proportion to electoral support. 46 Sartori advises that "the format of twopartism 

must be assessed in terms of seats, not of electoral returns",47 and as we have seen, 

the FPP electoral system has ensured that the lion's share of seats in the post-war 

period were awarded to Labour and National, despite persistent but inconsistent 

support for other parties. 

STABILITY UNDER THE TWO PARTY SYSTEM 

Clearly, at least in terms of parliamentary representation, New Zealand's political 

system was characterised by the dominance of two political parties in the postwar 

period. From the majoritarian 'classic' theory outlined in Chapter One we know that 

45Aimer, 1992, p.327. 

46See Chapter One, p.SS. 
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two party systems are supposed to be accompanied by a high level of government 

stability, and our immediate concern is to test this hypothesis. 

Duration 

As in previous chapters, our initial measure of stability will be the duration of New 

Zealand governments from 1935-1993, which is presented in Table 5.2 below. 

Table 5.2: Duration of New Zealand Governments 1935-199348 

Prime Minister Party Government life span Duration (days) 

Michael Joseph Savage Labour 6 December 1935 -27 March 1940 1573 

Peter Fraser Labour 1 April 1940 -13 December 1949 3545 

Sidney Holland National 13 December 1949 -20 September 2838 
1957 

Keith Holyoake National 20 September 1957 -12 December 83 
1957 

Walter Nash Labour 12 December 1957 -12 December 1096 
1960 

Keith Holyoake National 12 December 1960 -7 February 4074 
1972 

John Marshall National 7 February 1972 - 8 December 305 
1972 

Norman Kirk Labour 8 December 1972 - 31 August 631 
1974 

Wallace Rowling Labour 6 September 1974 -12 December 462 
1975 

Robert Muldoon National 12 December 1975 -26 July 1984 3149 

David Lange Labour 26 July 1984 -8 August 1989 1839 

Geoffrey Palmer Labour 8 August 1989 -4 September 1990 392 

Mike Moore Labour 4 September 1990 -27 October S3 
1990 

Jim Bolger National 27 October 1990 -

Average 1541.5 'J 

47Sartori, 1976, p.l86. 

480nce again, information was obtained from Scholefield (1950) and Wilson (1985), and the 
days calculated taking account of leap years (Whitaker's 1997 Almanack). Note that the 
National government beginning in 1990 has not been included in this calculation because of its 
continued existence beyond 1993, but this will be discussed in more detail in Chapter Seven. 
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The above table reveals that the average government of 1 541.5 days (or four and a 

quarter years) lasted significantly longer than those of the previous period, which 

averaged around three and a half years. Given this increase in the duration of 

governments from a period of three party competition, the question arises as to 

whether this greater 'stability' was a function of the shift to a two party system. 

Although their definition of government duration has been discredited so far 

in this thesis, the inclusion of all elections as changes of government by Woldendorp 

et al. will once again be applied to this period. Taking all elections into account 

reduces the average life of a government in this period to 835 days (about two and a 

quarter years). However, in making this calculation it is apparent that this does not 

give us any more real changes of government than we had already recognised. The 

most useful product of such a calculation is the Rate of Survival, which gives in 

percentage form the duration of a government in relation to its maximum term, 

before another election must be held. For the period 1935-1990 this rate of survival 

was 76.3%, a marked increase from the earlier periods examined in the previous two 

chapters (1856-1876= 23.3%, 1876-1891=38.3%, 1891-1935= 62.3%). This is also 

commensurate with the increase in the average duration of governments since 1935. 

This means that governments not only lasted longer during this period, but 

once in office they were also much more likely to survive until the next election. In 

fact, if we compare New Zealand's record with those of other countries found in 

Woldendorp et al,49 we find that New Zealand rates as the most stable democracy in 

terms of rate of survival (see Table 5.3 below). 

Note however that many of these countries have terms of office longer than 

the three year term for New Zealand governments. This may reduce the comparative 

effectiveness of rate of survival as a measure of stability, as a government lasting 

three years in New Zealand would receive a rating of 100%, while a government of 

the same duration in the United Kingdom would rate at 60%, given that system's five 

year term. Clearly the intention is that duration should be seen to be relative to the 

length of each country's constitutionally prescribed term of office. Thus much of the 

value of the rate of survival for the study of governmental stability derives from the 

49Woldendorp et al., 1993, p.108. 
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Table 5.3: Comparative Rates of Survival 1945-1970 

level of expectation that a government will survive until the next scheduled election. 

After all, expectation and predictability are important themes in our concept of 

stability, and what this elaboration of the rate of survival shows is that it is a better 

measure of government durability than government duration. 

The increase in the rate of survival of New Zealand governments from 1891-

1935 compared to the period which preceded it can be explained by the emergence 

of political parties, which served to more formally organise and unite the members of 

the House into parliamentary teams. However, while the persistence of a three party 

system (plus various Independents) meant that a parliamentary majority was still not 

automatic, the advent of the two party system made a single party majority 

government more likely, and coincided with an increase in the cohesion of 

parliamentary parties, probably for this very reason. 
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With the consolidation of Labour and National as alternative governments in 

the minds of voters, MPs increasingly owed their existence to the party label to 

which they pledged their allegiance. Thus after the 1940s the notion of Independent 

MPs disappeared, and certain seats emerged as being safe for either party (often 

regardless of the candidate that party selected), indicating that the party system had 

become highly 'structured' in Sartori's terms. Once in parliament, MPs usually agreed 

to abide by the decisions of the parliamentary party caucus, often despite their own 

views on a particular issue. The chief justification for this high level of party cohesion 

was the need to fulfil the mandate upon which the party, and thereby its MPs, had 

been elected. 50 

Moreover, the New Zealand political context provided incentives for party 

c?hesion while rarely requiring formal discipline. The small size of parliament means 

that caucuses were also comparatively small, and a level of psychological unity was 

attained through the ability to have the entire party caucus meet weekly in one 

room. 51 In addition, Cabinet was drawn from the governing party caucus, and MPs 

with any hope of reaching cabinet rank needed to consistently display their loyalty to 

the party by abiding with the decisions of caucus. This also means that Cabinet had a 

powerful influence over caucus in seeking to pass its legislation through the House. 

Cabinet itself displayed outward unity over all of its decisions through the 

convention of 'collective cabinet responsibility'. In turn Cabinet dominated caucus, 

and during the latter half of this period as its size grew Cabinet often made up a 

numerical majority of the party caucus, often quite deliberately so. Most importantly, 

once a measure was passed through the governing party's caucus it was guaranteed 

passage through the House, given the prevalence of single party majority 

governments. This was the structure of party cohesion and decision-making in 

government, and it was also an essential element in the survival and stability of that 

government. 

Although increasingly subsumed under the party label, it appears again as if 

the collective actions of MPs have been crucial in determining the level of 

governmental stability. In order to test the theory that the cohesion of parties has 

50Mulgan, 1989, pp. 39, 57. 

51 Keith Jackson (1987) The Dilemma of Parliament. Allen & Unwin, Wellington, p.46. 



Chapter Five 224 

been crucial in maintaining stability within terms of government, we now turn to the 

modes of government termination for this period. 

Termination 

If short-term stability in postwar New Zealand can be attributed to the cohesion of 

MPs within their respective parties, then one would expect governments to change 

for reasons other than political dissension. If we look at the schedule for government 

terminations depicted in Table 4.4 below, we find that no terminations resulted from 

any of the political factors listed, including governmental and parliamentary 

dissension. 

Table 5.4: Modes of Termination for Governments from 1935-1990 

Reason for termination Number of 
overnments 

Election 7 

Scheduled 6 

Unscheduled J 

Resignation of PM 6 

Voluntary 4 

Health --2 

Political 0 

Governmental dissension 0 

Parliamentary dissension 0 

Constitutional intervention ~ 

Total government terminations 13 

If we look back at the termination of governments from 1856-1891 in Table 3.2, we 

see that parliamentary dissension accounted for 64% of government break-ups. Even 
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with the advent of political parties, the period from 1891-1935 still saw four of 

thirteen governments end for strictly political reasons (see Table 4.3). What this 

means in effect is that for the period of focus in this chapter, governments have been 

assured of their survival between elections because either the government has held 

together, or parliament has been unable or unwilling to bring the government down. 

Aside from the lack of terminations due to political factors, the number of 

prime ministerial resignations remains at a fairly constant level when compared to the 

two previous periods. However, as with earlier experience, the number of voluntary 

resignations may actually be a more subtle measure of the level of governmental 

dissension than that specific category. The only termination overtly attributable to 

government dissension recorded so far occurred in 1919, when the Liberals broke 

from their wartime coalition with Reform. It seems that in situations where a single 

party rules, the result of conflict within the governing party is not the fall of that 

government through a split and withdrawal of parts of the party. Instead, the 

voluntary resignation of the Prime Minister may be the manifestation of this political 

pressure from within the governing party. In other words, if the government is 

experiencing some kind of stress, something simply has to give. All of the voluntary 

resignations falling within this period arguably fit into this category. 52 

Most striking in this period are the number of terminations which resulted 

from elections (over half), compared to the minimal numbers in the two previous 

periods (1856-91 = 1, 1891-1935 = 2). Moreover, this period saw two examples of 

unscheduled or "snap" elections. The first occurred in 1951, and was called by 

National Prime Minister Sidney Holland in order to gain the electorate's 

endorsement of his government's handling of the Waterfront strike. As it turned out, 

this strategy proved successful and National's initial majority was strengthened, but 

the first snap election which caused the termination of a government occurred in July 

1984. Another National Prime Minister, Robert Muldoon, advised the Governor 

General of a dissolution four months early, citing an inability to count on the support 

of several of his wayward MPs. The government was defeated, and although the 

same outcome would have probably resulted from the election scheduled later that 

52Yoluntary resignations in this period include Prime Ministers Holland, Holyoake, Palmer and 
Lange, although the latter probably comes closest to a departure due to 'political factors'. 



Chapter Five 226 

year, it is significant that the supposed catalyst for the termination was uncertainty 

over the continued support of several members of the governing party caucus. 

For the main however, the termination of governments hung on the results 

of scheduled elections more than they ever had previously. Over half of all technical 

changes of government, and 100% of all changes of the party in government, derived 

from this source. But one cannot point to the importance of elections without 

implicating the role of parliamentary party cohesion in keeping governments together 

between elections. This does not relegate elections to a role as the default method of 

government termination, in the absence of potent parliamentary or governmental 

dissension. Rather, the growth in the importance of elections as agents of 

governmental change reflects the extent to which their own function had changed. 

With most MPs swearing allegiance to one of two parties, and a knowledge that this 

loyalty would continue in government, elections not only served to appoint MPs, but 

also decided which of the two parties was to govern. The decisiveness of the election 

as an agent of governmental change in turn depended upon a majority result for one 

party. On a purely mathematical basis, the predominance of only two major parties 

made the attainment of a parliamentary majority by a single party much easier to 

achieve. Thus we turn to an examination of the types of government which prevailed 

during this period, to discover what role this variable played in producing 

governmental stability. 

Types of Government 

In the previous chapter, a survey of the types of government from 1891-1935 

required the use of a table (Table 4.4) to incorporate the different configurations of 

government that existed during that period. For the period 1935-1993, it suffices to 

say initially that all governments formed in this era were of a single party and held a 

parliamentary majority.53 The connection between the predominance of this type of 

53Although the Second World War brought the advent of a War Cabinet in July 1940, 
including two members from the National Party, this body deliberated only on major decisions 
concerning the war, while Labour's regular cabinet continued its largely domestic business. 
This separation of powers has led the author to exclude this government as a coalition cabinet, 
despite the fact that a separate War Administration which met briefly from June to October 
1942 (consisting of 7 Labour and 6 National members), attempted to look more closely at 
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government and the stability it afforded between elections should not be overlooked 

however. If one breaks down the notion of single party majority government into its 

two leading strains, one finds a possible route between the two variables of 

government type and stability. 

First, for MPs to join as a single party implies a desire to pursue goals of 

common agreement in a coherent way in parliament. This ensures that there is some 

overall direction to government by party, as opposed to the shifting coalitions which 

exemplified government in the nineteenth century. As we have seen in previous 

chapters, New Zealand governments which were comprised of a single party were 

never terminated through government dissension. 

On the other hand, the possession of a majority in parliament means that the 

government can act more decisively and with more certainty, as was the experience 

of the National Coalition 1915-1919 and the United-Reform Coalition 1930-1935. In 

these cases of majority-building, the governments which result have not been subject 

to termination through parliamentary dissension, because the government holds the 

majority. 

However, the interaction of these two strains of majoritarianism is that which 

creates what many see as the most ideal form of government, the single party 

majority government, as was first discovered by Ballance's Liberals in 1891. Given 

their impregnability to termination through government or parliamentary dissension, 

it is unsurprising to find that the single party majority governments of this period 

ended through defeat at election, as clearly they are electable or rejectable as a 

"package deal". 

Logically, a two party system makes the formation of a single party majority 

government easier, and in New Zealand's case, the two have been completely 

correlated during this period. Moreover, we have seen that single party majority 

governments have been remarkably stable from election to election in the last fifty 

years in New Zealand. In looking at the influences on the party system in the first 

part of this chapter, it has also been shown that the initial development of the two 

party system was largely the result of factors outside the electoral system. 

Nevertheless, once established, plurality elections certainly helped to maintain the 

domestic matters which could affect the war. Thus for five years from 1940 to 1945, war and 
country were directed by tandem cabinets, rather than a single coalition cabinet. 
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two party system, probably longer than its usefulness required. Given the knowledge 

that under simple plurality the leading party usually receives disproportionately more 

seats than the other parties, particularly at the expense of third and minor parties, the 

electoral system may have also had a concomitant influence on the ability of these 

leading parties to form single party majority governments. 

Stability and the Electoral System. 

In Chapter Four we saw that in a third of all elections from 1891-1935, a party won 

an absolute majority of seats with only a plurality of votes. However, these 

'manufactured majorities' were neither awarded consistendy nor consecutively during 

this period, which tended to downplay their impact when immersed amongst periods 

of minority and coalition government. To a large degree, this variation was due to the 

presence of three major parties during this period, which reduced the ability of any 

one party to gain a majority of seats. Thus it is worthwhile to see what impact the 

presence of only two major parties has on the proclivity of an electoral system to 

engineer a majority for one party. 

Table 5.5 depicts the influence of the simple plurality electoral system on the 

types of government which emerged under a two party system in New Zealand. As 

mentioned already, governments from 1935-1993 were all single party majority, but 

the data in the table reveals that nearly 80% of them were 'manufactured' from 

electoral pluralities. In fact, we know that two majorities (1978, 1981) were actually 

manufactured from the second highest vote totals (see Table 5.1), echoing the 

situation in 1911 when Reform won more seats than the Liberals, despite having a 

lower share of the vote. 54 

54 Although this never amounted to a majority of seats (see Chapter Four, Table 4.1). 
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Table 5.5: Parliamentary majorities and minorities 1935a 1993 

Result of election Number Percentage(%) 

Majority 19 100.00 

earned majority 4 21.05 

manufactured majority .J2 78.95 

Minority a 0.00 

natural minority 0 0.00 

artificial minority --.!! 0.00 

Total 19 100.00 

The tendency for majorities of seats to be awarded to minorities of votes has moved 

in a steady pattern across time. Although Labour did not gain a majority of the vote 

in 1935 and 1943, the 1938, 1946, 1949, and 1951 elections all produced 'earned' 

majorities.55 It is possible that these earned majorities may have derived from the 

psychological effects of plurality, given the failure of the Democrats in 1935 and the 

Democratic Soldiers Labour Party in 1943 to win seats, and the absence of 

established (ie. already represented) third parties in this era, as noted earlier in this 

chapter. This may have led voters to believe that Labour and National were the only 

parties capable of winning seats, and thereby the only parties worth voting for. 

Nonetheless, it is notable that after this time all majorities were 

manufactured, despite a decline in the two party share of the vote, coinciding with 

the arrival of Social Credit in 1954 and the steady growth in support for minor 

parties from this time on. As the plurality electoral system did not adequately reward 

small parties for the voting support they received, the seats that they would probably 

55Although in 1931 the United-Reform coalition won an earned majority, Labour fell short in 
1935. Paradoxically, this was probably due to the Democrats, a right-wing splinter from the 
government which gained 7.8% of the vote but split electoral support on the right, allowing 
Labour to win enough seats to govern as a majority. The lack of an earned majority in 1943 
can probably be attributed to the appearance of John A Lee's Democratic Soldiers' Labour 
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have received under a more proportional electoral system were effectively 

appropriated by the leading major party. In 1993 a slim parliamentary majority was 

awarded to National on the smallest vote plurality so far of 35.1 %, while the 30.2% 

of the vote shared by the minor parties yielded only four seats. Although the 

presence of two large parties is important for the manufacture of majorities, as the 

previous chapter hypothesised, plurality requires significant electoral support for 

more than two parties in order to produce this kind of disproportionality. However, 

when parties other than the two major parties begin to win representation, a 

manufactured majority is less assured, as is illustrated by the period of three party 

competition and, to a lesser degree, the 1993 result. 

Thus the plurality electoral system clearly influenced the ability of parties to 

form single party majority governments once a two party system was established. In 

addition, the tendency of the electoral system to manufacture majorities for either of 

the two major parties helped to maintain their image as feasible alternative 

governments. But is it possible that the impetus towards a two party system came 

from the desire to capitalise on this effect of the electoral system? In the first 

. instance, it is creclible to argue that much of the stimulus towards the formation of 

two major parties comes from the desire to govern as a single party majority. Such a 

motive can be seen in the moves by Labour to broaden its policies, support base, and 

electoral saleability from the 1920s onwards. The gradual merger of the United

Reform coalition offers a more obvious example of an attempt at parliamentary 

majority-building. However, both major parties sought to emulate the early Liberals, 

who had earned six out of seven of their parliamentary majorities from over fifty 

percent of the vote. Although the experience of three party politics had thrown up 

several manufactured majorities, these appeared inconsistently as a result of three 

party competition and there was no certainty that they would necessarily occur under 

a two party system. And initially they did not. 

Thus once again the conclusion is reached that the electoral system does not 

explain the formation of the two party system through the perceived benefits in 

government that it offered the leading parties. However, the plurality system certainly 

helped to maintain the premise of the two party system and single party majority 

Party. If one assumes that all of the DSLP votes would normally have gone to Labour, then the 
result would have been an absolute majority of votes for that party. 
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government, in the face of an increasing challenge to the binary hegemony. Whether 

this necessarily equated to stability will be discussed in turn. 

Unstable Stability? 

While the manufactured majorities awarded to highly cohesive parties by the plurality 

electoral system meant that governments survived between elections, it did not 

necessarily imply stability over a series of terms. As pointed out in Chapter Two, a 

common criticism levelled at two party systems is that they are not conducive to 

long-term governmental stability, because the ready alternation between single party 

majority governments entails a complete change of government. We have seen that 

the electoral system aids in this change, by awarding governing majorities to parties 

which benefit from a small swing in their share of the vote. 

It has also been shown that under a two party system, plurality will usually 

produce single party governments, which accounts for the completeness of a change 

of government at election time. With a majority government comprising one party, it 

is not necessary to share power with other parties, and the strength of party cohesion 

ensures that Cabinets are made up of representatives of one party only. As we saw in 

Chapter Three when examining the period of pre-party rule in New Zealand, 

governments were marked by "stable instability" because the fluidity of the political 

situation meant that there was a high degree of continuity in Cabinet personnel 

across terms of government. In the period examined in Chapter Four, the rule of 

single party governments for extended periods and the presence of two coalition 

governments also meant that the policy direction of government remained relatively 

stable. 

However, a cohesive two party system under plurality may raise problems at 

the points where governments change, from one exclusive single party government 

to another. Upon accession to government, a major party may give in to the 

adversarial nature of two party competition and make sharp policy changes, which 

serves to undermine stability over the longer term. Conversely, it has been argued 

that under a proportional electoral system which produces coalition governments, 

whose policies are necessarily a compromise between parties, a wholesale reversal of 

policy upon a change of government is less likely. 
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The existence of a two party system under plurality does not mean that this 

kind of long term instability is inevitable. As we saw earlier in this chapter, the 

predominance of the 'historic compromise' between the two major parties on the 

role of the state in the economy and in people's lives, meant that there was a high 

degree of policy continuity in New Zealand from 1935 to the 1970s. This should be 

reflected in the frequency of government change, as fewer changes of the 'party of 

government' would indicate the electorate's satisfaction with the overall direction of 

government. The two prime ministerial resignations of this period (Holland and 

Holyoake) will be excluded as changes of government, as they were functions of the 

need for the National party to rejuvenate its leadership, rather than representing any 

significant dissension within government. Moreover, where leadership changes did 

occur they brought few changes in Cabinet, much like the experience of the two 

previous periods under examination. 

Significantly, although there were twelve elections from 1935 to 1970, as the 

main agents of governmental change they yielded only four changes of government. 

However, from 1970 to 1990 the same number of changes of government were 

elicited from only seven elections. Clearly, until the 1970s New Zealand benefited 

from a high degree of 'long term' stability, marked by long periods of government by 

the same party (see Table 5.2). This meant that despite changes in leadership, the 

complexion of government also remained stable as the membership of cabinet 

exhibited a high degree of continuity as long as that party stayed in power. Despite 

the danger of over-stability or stagnation, which did rear its head towards the end of 

the 1935-49 Labour and 1960-1972 National governments, the electoral system did 

respond eventually by facilitating a change of government when it was required. 

Nevertheless, in the period that followed, governments were more frequently 

rejected at the ballot box, and the role of the electoral system in this change is worthy 

of examination. A look at the transferral of seats during these different periods will 

indicate whether plurality aided the ready alternation of single party majority 

governments. While during the 1950s and 1960s only 29 seats changed hands at 

elections, in the 1970s and 1980s some 86 seats did so. Despite this apparent 

electoral volatility, the electoral system was not wholly responsive to the demands of 
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the electorate, and actually served to insulate a two party system under strain. 56 

Under normal circumstances the elections of 1978 and 1981 would have elicited 

Labour victories, increasing the changes in government for this period. Although this 

dysfunctioning can be attributed to the higher than normal support for minor parties 

during these elections, the plurality electoral system also protected the two major 

parties from surrendering seats in parliament to these parties. A proportional 

electoral system which awarded minor parties a fairer return of seats for their 

electoral support would have probably led to the formation of coalition or minority 

governments rather than single party majority governments. 

However, it was single party majority governments which prevailed, and 

although they alternated regularly in the 1970s and 80s, the question remains as to 

whether this necessarily entailed the kind of destabilising policy reversals 

hypothesised. If stability was previously built upon the foundation for agreement 

between the two parties, then the dealignment they experienced from the 1970s 

onwards served to destabilise New Zealand politics. National's extension of the 

historic compromise beyond its normal functional limits led to reversals of short

lived policies initiated by the 1972-75 Labour government, exemplified by the change 

from the New Zealand Superannuation scheme to fully-funded universal 

superannuation.57 In addition, the authoritarian character of Muldoon's leadership 

tended to polarise the nation, particularly over issues such as the Springbok Rugby 

Tour. Citizens clashed with riot police on the streets over this issue, in sharp contrast 

to the kind of civil political stability which formerly accompanied New Zealand's 

comparatively high level of governmental stability. 58 

56However, by-elections were not subject to the same kinds of constraints that general elections 
were, and were able to be used to send a protest to the government without endangering its 
majority. Notably, from 1950-1970 only one government-held seat was won by an opposition 
candidate, but from 1970-1990 government candidates were defeated in four out of five by
election contests, of which two were won by minor parties. 

57In fact, the incoming Prime Minister Muldoon signalled to employers that they could stop their 
contributions to the old super scheme before the new policy had passed through parliament. 

58Although protests against New Zealand's involvement in the Vietnam War were also intense 
battles against authority, the Springbok Tour had a a greater polarising effect on the nation as a 
whole. This kind of 'regime' stability or civil unrest is that which is focused on by writers such 
as Powell (1982), and signifies a more fundamental questioning of legitimacy than the concept 
of governmental stability. 
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The extreme policy reversals which characterised the Fourth Labour 

government and then the Fourth National government also served to destabilise the 

direction of government policy. Although partially in response to the divergence of 

the previous National government, Labour went even further in the opposite 

direction, in a clear break from its traditional philosophy and support base. While 

many expected National to consolidate the sharp shift in the line of government 

responsibility drawn by Labour, they continued further along the path of market 

reform in a similarly counterintuitive manner. Important factors in this double 

dealignment of the two party system were 'accidents of history' and the intervention 

of powerful personalities. For example, if Labour had won in either 1978 or 1981 as 

their votes indicated they should, then Rowling may have initiated a less radical 

programme of economic reform. If the "colonel's coup" against Muldoon's 

leadership in 1980 had succeeded, then Derek Quigley may have taken a similar 

approach. Instead, the "extremism" of Muldoon and then Douglas and Richardson 

may have made the situation much worse. Most importantly of all, both Labour and 

National governments acted in complete contradiction to the expectations of those 

who voted for them, and often with complete disregard. The expectations of voters, 

that electoral mandates were given on the basis of policies the parties proposed to 

implement, had been an important ingredient in the stability of previous New 

Zealand governments. 

However, the process of alternating governments which characterised the 

two party system may have contributed to this situation, by forcing parties to bid for 

power with comprehensive manifestos that could be endorsed by voters as mandates 

to govern. Because of the 'winner-takes-all' system, the party out of power is able to 

make flexible and extravagant promises of future benefit, while the party in power is 

limited by what it can actually deliver. Thus the stability of the 1950s and 1960s may 

not have been all that it seems, given that many elections were virtually 'auctions' 

with each of the major parties seeking to buy their way into power. 59 In looking for 

evidence of a partisan-inspired economic cycle, Edward Tufte found that all 

countries using majoritarian electoral systems experienced short-run election year 

59 A classic literal example of this occurred in the 1957 election, with Labour's promise of 
"Walter's hundred quid," a tax rebate available if Labour became the government. 
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booms, including New Zealand. GO This close competition within the bargaining 

nature of the election environment caused successive governments to fail to take 

appropriate measures to correct a declining economic situation from the late 1960s 

through to the early 1980s. In turn, when the radical counter-measures known as 

"Rogernomics" and "Ruthanasia" were put in place, Labour and National 

governments were still unwilling or unable to let go of the 'bidding war' approach to 

elections, despite their own doubts that they could fulfil these promises. Despite 

dealignment, the continuing format of two party competition under plurality led to 

the large-scale disillusionment of voters with the system, when Labour and National 

continued to promise but stopped delivering. 

Nevertheless, the predictability that election promises would be fulfilled was 

as important for stability as the expectation which surrounded the durability of New 

Zealand governments. While MPs and political parties had been able to fulfil the 

latter expectation throughout this period with the help of the electoral system and a 

high level of party cohesion, the expectations surrounding party policy and integrity 

once in government were under threat. The dominance of the parliamentary caucus 

over their extra-parliamentary party, and executive control over the parliamentary 

party in turn, weakened the responsiveness of the major parties that had been a 

feature of the two party system. This did not mean that the pressure was not felt by 

some MPs, as both major parties bore splinters of former parliamentary members 

seeking realignment and promoting a return to political honesty. And on a technical 

level, governmental instability as represented by government duration reflected the 

turmoil, as New Zealand experienced four different leaders within 18 months from 

1989-90 (see Table 5.2). 

However, on the whole the electoral system and the character of party 

cohesion contained electoral volatility both between elections and across elections. 

Although this preserved the stability of governments with regard to duration, the 

60Edward R. Tufte (1978) Political Control of the Economy, Princeton University Press, 
Princeton, pp.9-12. Short-run accelerations in RDI per capita were most likely in election years 
than in years without elections (1961-1972). Real disposable income, unlike other major 
aspects of aggregate economic performance (eg. unemployment, inflation, or real growth) can 
be immediately and indirectly influenced by short-run government action through taxes and 
transfers, with little uncertainty about the time lag between activation of the policy instruments 
and the resulting change in RDI. Of the eight countries which did not experience such change, 
all had systems of PRo 
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fundamental instability resulting from frustrated expectations and the lack of 

predictability surrounding the behaviour of single party majority governments 

culminated in the 1993 election and referendum result. The outcome of this "double 

decision" in 1993 put the future of plurality, the two party system, and the traditional 

pattern of governmental stability in doubt. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The aim of this chapter was to discover what relationship, if any, could be found 

between the simple plurality electoral system and governmental stability. More 

specifically, the classic majoritarian theory posits a causal link between this method 

of election, the two party system, and the formation of single party majority 

governments. Initially, this chapter concentrated upon examining the link between 

the first two of these variables, given the ideal test case in New Zealand of the two 

party system under plurality from 1935-1993. 

It is asserted here that the electoral system did not cause the emergence of 

the two party system, as none of the three major parties of the time were being 

sufficiendy discriminated against by its workings to fall out or coalesce for this 

specific reason. Rather, the party system was rationalised along the single issue 

dimension, so that two broad-based parties represented sectors on either side of the 

socioeconomic divide, aided by the concepts of 'government' and 'opposition'. The 

convergence of the two parties upon the historic compromise of a mixed economy 

and welfare state meant that they were able to maintain their hegemony. While the 

electoral system often awarded the leading party a disproportionately larger 

parliamentary majority than its share of the vote indicated, the presence of an 

'alternative government' and the expectation that this situation was readily reversible 

meant that no single party always benefited. 

However, the electoral system did play a role in maintaining the two party 

system by keeping minor parties out of parliament, through the mechanical means of 

not accurately translating their electoral support into parliamentary seats. In this 

weakened position, the major parties could shift their own policy agenda to 

appropriate those of the smaller parties, which in turn removed their raison d'etre. 
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Alternatively, the issues upon which smaller parties campaigned were too slight to 

support a party over time, when the electoral system required successful parties to 

hold a significant level of support of around 25-30% before seats were returned in 

proportion. Regardless of these impediments, and against Duverger's theory that 

psychological factors would force minor parties to reconsider their existence, the 

number and support for minor parties increased steadily towards the end of this 

period. This was mostly a function of a series of dealignments caused by the actions 

of successive National and Labour governments, which produced a concomitant 

decline in their combined share of the vote by 1993. 

Although in terms of electoral support this period ended with a multiparty 

system, the effect of the plurality electoral system was to preserve the dominance of 

the two party system in parliament. For much of the period this coincided with 

governments of much longer duration than those of previous periods, and in 

particular governments were more likely to survive their parliamentary term than in 

the past. In fact, the leading cause of government termination became elections 

themselves, as high a level of party cohesion meant that governments were internally 

united, and could be elected or rejected as a parliamentary team. This cohesion was 

upheld by the tendency for all governments in this period to be comprised of a single 

party majority, which came as a product of the maintenance of a two party system by 

the electoral system, and the mechanical proclivity of FPP to 'manufacture' 

majorities. Thus stability seemed assured due to the interaction between five of 

Lijphart's elements of majoritarianism: single party majority cabinets (concentration 

of executive power); fusion of power and cabinet dominance (encouraging party 

cohesion); a two party system; a one dimensional party system; and a plurality system 

of elections.61 

Despite helping to maintain governmental stability within terms, in tandem 

with a high level of cohesion among MPs of both parties, the electoral system could 

not ensure stability across terms. For the first thirty to forty years of this period, 

stability in the direction of government policy was maintained through the 

convergence of the two major parties upon certain givens. However, a distinct lack 

of continuity developed in the latter half of this period as governments of both 

61Lijphart, 1984, pp. 6-8. 
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parties pulled away sharply from their traditional positions, and the keenness of these 

shifts was intensified because changes of government were 'complete' as single party 

majorities. 

Moreover, the fact that the two parties operated against the expectations of 

their supporters served to heighten instability, in the sense that the predictability 

which characterised the two party system was lost. Although the electoral system 

certainly played a part in maintaining the two party system, by producing single party 

majority governments and thereby encouraging their durability, it could not control 

what happened in government. Parties and MPs were responsible for maintaining 

government survival through their unity and cohesion, but they were also to blame 

for the uncertainty which characterised the political environment from the late 1970s, 

when they could not say no. By voting for minor parties in 1993, a third of all 

electors were expressing their distaste for either of the two parties. But by voting for 

a change to a more proportional electoral system in 1993, a majority of electors were 

rejecting the two party system itself, or more specifically the special brand of 

instability it had delivered. 



CHAPTER SIX 

The Theoretical Effects of MMP 

The previous chapter concluded that the maintenance of the two party system and 

the prevalence of single party majority government in New Zealand from 1935-1993 

was partly a function of the first-past-the-post electoral system. The aim of this 

chapter, based on the comparative theory of electoral systems, is to establish what 

mechanical and psychological effects the new MMP electoral system should 

theoretically have on the party system and stability. To begin with, the circumstances 

surrounding the change of electoral system in New Zealand will be briefly reviewed, 

to see how the context compares to other countries which have also experienced 

such fundamental change. Given that this comparative experience forms the basis for 

the theory that PR electoral systems lead to greater party fractionalisation and 

instability, the generalisation of such theories may be limited if change has occurred 

in New Zealand under vastly different circumstances. 

The bulk of this chapter will then be devoted to an examination of the effects 

of the different mechanical elements of MMP compared to FPP. Lijphart found that 

a conglomerate variable which comprised several components, labelled the 'effective 

threshold', best explained the proportionality of outcomes from ,a given electoral 

system.1 Thus the focus for this chapter will be on. the interaction of various 

components of MMP and how they should affect the most direct output of the 

electoral system, proportionality. This in turn will indicate whether MMP will open 

the way for the representation of more parties, and whether this will reduce the 

likelihood that any single party will be able to form a majority government. The more 

proportional the electoral system, the less likely it is that majorities for single parties 

ISee Chapter One, p.55. 
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will be manufactured, and it is the relative ability to produce this government type 

which links electoral systems to stability, according to the classic theory. 

Following on from the mechanical effects of MMP are the likely 

psychological effects, which Duverger hypothesises will lead politicians, supporters 

and voters to act according to whatever direction the mechanical output of the 

system tends, regarding the representation of political parties. Thus the final section 

of this chapter will examine whether certain components of the electoral system will 

act to reinforce or mitigate its overall mechanical design, through their ex post facto 

influence on behaviour. 

THE CONTEXT OF CHANGE 

Although this thesis is concerned with the change from simple plurality to a PR 

electoral system (MMP) in New Zealand in 1996, one of the best-known 

generalisations about electoral systems is that they tend to be very stable and to resist 

change. In particular, as Dieter Nohlen has emphasised, "fundamental changes are 

rare and arise only in extraordinary historical situations"2 The most fundamental 

change Nohlen has in mind is the shift from plurality to PR or vice versa. From 

1945-1990 this magnitude of change in the electoral system was absent for the 

twenty-seven countries that Arend Lijphart studied. Only one country, France, 

experienced change back and forth between majoritarian and PR systems. However, 

if less fundamental changes are included, Lijphart shows that from 27 countries, 70 

different electoral systems (at an average 2.5 per country) were technically produced. 3 

The changes made point to a trend of greater proportionality in electoral 

systems since the end of the Second World War. But three countries did not make 

any changes to their electoral system during this entire period: the United States, 

Canada, and New Zealand. Since the electoral systems of these plurality countries 

remained unaltered, and as France is the only country that shifted back and forth 

2Nohlen, 1984, p.218. 

3Lijphart, 1994, p.52. Thus the number of electoral systems per country ranges from 1 to 6. 
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between majoritarian and PR systems, this trend towards greater proportionality was 

really only a trend among countries already committed to PR.4 

Thus it seems that there are only limited opportunities for a fundamental 

change in the electoral system of a country, as hypothesised in Chapter One. Richard 

Rose describes three categories of electoral system change: 

(i.) where the electoral system is established by evolution, over a 

hundred years in some countries; 

(u.) where it is established following a constitutional disruption a 

generation ago, accompanying a change of regime (eg. 

France, Germany, Italy, and Austria after World War Two), 

or; 

(ill.) being newly established following a constitutional 

disruption, but may not yet be fully institutionalised after a 

recent period of authoritarian rule (eg. Spain, Portugal, 

Greece).5 

This implies that a fundamental change in the electoral rules comes only through 

some period of political upheaval and instability, and is otherwise much more gradual 

over time. It also appears that the need for this kind of change in electoral system has 

been absent from most Western democracies in the last fifty or so years. From the 

record, the "most comfortable" method of electing legislatures for most nations 

appears to be the one adopted since the Second World War. 

Thus to many political scientists it may seem unusual for New Zealand to 

change its electoral system from plurality to MMP after 140 years, when this is 

usually done after a revolution or defeat in war has brought down the existing 

regime.6 Not only has this been achieved peaceably in New Zealand, but few 

countries in the world have ever allowed their citizens to decide what kind of 

4Ibid., 1994, pp.53-56, 141. 

5Rose, 1983, p.20. 

6Although it can be argued, as Colin James does, that the disruption caused by the dealignment in 
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electoral system they would like to have. In a comparative sense, the fact that Japan 

and Italy have also recently made fundamental changes to their electoral systems may 

indicate that the drought is over, and that wholesale electoral reform is as in vogue as 

it was in the early decades of this century.? Nevertheless, the endogenous reasons for 

a change of electoral system in New Zealand comprise a radical departure from the 

classic catalysts for fundamental reform. Because the New Zealand situation is driven 

by different social and political factors than most other cases of electoral system 

change, this may cause variation in the expected outcomes, particularly with regard to 

the future of political parties and governmental stability. 

As we saw in the previous chapter, the simple plurality system in New 

Zealand led to large distortions in the translation from votes to seats. Not only were 

minor parties under-represented to the extent that they were practically shut out of 

the parliamentary party system, but plurality also 'manufactured' many parliamentary 

majorities, and twice upturned a plurality of votes into a minority of seats. However, 

in line with most comparative experience, arguments favouring the adoption of PR 

had largely dried up from the 1930s to the 1970s. Because it was consistently 

disadvantaged by the existing electoral system, Social Credit had included a proposal 

for a change to STV in their manifesto by the early 1970s. However, it was not until 

the mid-1980s that the shift to PR became a more realistic possibility. Although a 

history of the change to MMP is beyond the scope and brief of this thesis, and is 

more comprehensively carried out elsewhere,8 the author feels that it is necessary to 

sketch out some of the major causes. 

New Zealand described in the previous chapter constitutes a "quiet revolution" (see Colin 
James { 1986} The Ouiet Revolution, Allen & Unwin, Wellington; and{ 1992} New Territory, 
Bridget Williams Books, Wellington). 

7Italy changed its system in 1994 from a list system of PR to a more majoritarian system (a 
version of the supplementary member system), and in 1993 Japan moved from multi-member 
plurality (single non-transferable vote) to a more proportional system (The Economist 
( 1995 } vol. 337 no. 7938, October 28- November 3, p.70). 

8Keith Jackson (1993) The Origins of the Electoral Referendums, in A. McRobie (ed.) Taking it 
to the People? The New Zealand Electoral Referendum Debate, Hazard Press, Christchurch; 
Colin James & Alan McRobie (1993) Turning Point: The 1993 Election and Beyond, Bridget 
Williams Books, Wellington, Chapter 9; Seishi Gomibuchi (1995) An Amateur Laboltr 
Leader? Geoffrey Palmer and his contribution to the electoral reform policy, unpublished MA 
thesis, University of Canterbury; Jonathan Boston, Stephen Levine, Elizabeth McLeay & 
Nigel S. Roberts (1996) New Zealand Under MMP: A New Politics?, Auckland University 
Press, Auckland, Chapter 2; Keith Jackson & Alan McRobie (forthcoming) New Zealand 
Adopts Proportional Representation: Accident. Design or Evolution? 
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Support for a change of electoral system in New Zealand can be seen as a 

function of party de alignment which began in the 1980s. As we saw in the previous 

chapter, the policies of the historic compromise had failed to return New Zealand to 

the economic prosperity it had known in the 1950s and 1960s. Muldoon's National 

government of 1975-84 went further than any government had gone before in using 

the state to intervene in the economy, and the new Labour government of 1984 was 

forced to act to reshape and free-up the economy. In doing so the government broke 

many election promises, and both major parties seemed to have swapped places as 

the parties who favoured intervention versus free enterprise. Although a National 

government had replaced Labour by 1990, it also took up a liberal economic doctrine 

and built upon the new compromise which had been established by a reforming 

Labour government. National also broke many election promises once in power, and 

given that both parties were seen to be unaccountable, the dominance of the 

executive had reached an undemocratic potential. Faced with two parties that seemed 

the same and could not be trusted, it is generally agreed that electors reacted against 

both parties by voting for an electoral system which they believed would reduce their 

power in government and make them more accountable. 

The surge of support for a change in electoral system was therefore 

motivated less by concern about the under-representation of small parties under 

FPP, and more by the apparent failure of the two party system to offer choice and 

accountability. These were the longer term causes of electoral reform, and although 

these de aligning tendencies were not sufficient in themselves to set in motion the 

reform process, they were necessary to expose the opportunity for "elective 

dictatorship" that existed under an electoral system which guaranteed majorities to 

either of the main parties. Powerful public emotions against such forces would 

probably have not been channelled into the cause of electoral reform had it not been 

for contingent short term factors, including the role of individuals and the dynamics 

of strategic competition between the two parties. 

Having suffered defeats in the 1978 and 1981 elections despite winning an 

overall plurality of votes, Labour included a proposal to establish a Royal 

Commission to investigate the electoral system in its 1981 and 1984 manifestos. This 

was duly appointed soon after Labour came to power in 1984. In December 1986 the 

Royal Commission reported back, and concluded that New Zealand's existing 
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electoral system was unfair: it resulted in significant disproportionality between the 

major parties, it was unfair to minor parties, it failed to provide for effective Maori 

representation, there were major discrepancies in the impact that votes cast in 

different electorates had on the final result, and the resultant parliament was unable 

to provide an effective check on the executive. Instead the commission favoured the 

adoption of a Mixed Member Proportional electoral system modelled on that found 

in West Germany as the most preferred alternative to plurality, and recommended 

that a referendum be held to decide the matter.9 

Having established the Royal Commission and heard its recommendations, 

the Labour government was obliged to do no more. Although the Minister of Justice 

Geoffrey Palmer (who had first conceived the idea of a Royal Commission) urged his 

Cabinet colleagues to adopt the referendum on the electoral system as policy, the 

report was largely ignored by the government and the public. However, a mistake 

made by Labour Prime Minister David Lange during the 1987 election leaders' 

debate, when he promised that the government would hold a binding referendum on 

the matter during the next parliamentary term, put the electoral system back on the 

agenda again. to After the election, the issue was effectively buried once more when it 

was referred to the parliamentary select committee on electoral law. Their report in 

late 1988 confused the issue, by rejecting the Commission's recommendation for 

MMP in favour of the much less proportional Supplementary Member system (S:M), 

that had previously been rejected as an alternative to plurality by the Royal 

Commission. 11 

Once more the call for electoral reform had been derailed, but early in 1990 

Labour MP John Terris introduced a private member's bill which would have 

9Royal Commission on the Electoral System (1986) Report of the Royal Commission on the 
Electoral System :Towards a Better Democracy. Government Printer, Wellington, pp. 63-65. 
This electoral system did not originate in Germany, but was used in Denmark in 1918-1920 
during the brief transition from plurality to the current system of proportional representation 
(Arend Lijphart {1984b} Advances in the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems, World 
Politics, vol. 36 no. 3, April, p.432). 

IOLeaders' Questiontime (1987) TVNZ, videocassette, 10 August. Although Lange later claimed 
in July 1992 that this came about through a "a mistake" in his notes(Christchurch Press. July 
16 1992), it is highly likely that he simply failed to read his briefing notes (Dr. John 
Henderson, pers. comm., former Head of the Prime Minister's Department). 

"Electoral Law Committee (1988) Inquiry into the Report of the Royal Commission on the 
Electoral System, AJHR. 1987-1990, vol. XVIII, 1.17B, p.2l. 
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required a referendum on MMP to be held in conjunction with the 1990 election. 

Although the bill was not passed before the House was dissolved for the election, it 

brought the PR issue back into the public eye. In an attack on Labour's record of 

broken promises, the National Party promised during the 1990 election campaign 

that it would hold a binding referendum on electoral reform before the end of 1992 

if elected. With victory almost certain in the election of that year, this pledge was 

probably unnecessary, but National MPs were confident that any referendum on 

electoral reform would confirm the status quo. In addition, the re-introduction of a 

second chamber, as the pet reform of the National leader Jim Bolger, was also to be 

included in the referendum. As Prime Minister, Palmer previously had had to defend 

his government's view that there should be no electoral reform and no referendum, 

but following the Terris Bill and National's promise, Palmer was able to gain caucus 

agreement to follow with a similar referendum pledge. Once in office, and having 

broken several election promises of its own, the National government also found it 

difficult to back down on the idea of an electoral referendum. 

However, most MPs were not overly-enamoured with the idea of 

proportional representation, and were not about to give way readily to an electoral 

system that they predicted would undermine their own power in government, by 

reducing the chances of rule by single party majority. They effectively tried to stack 

the odds in favour of retention of the current plurality system by approaching the 

issue with two referendums. The first indicative referendum held in September 1992 

would not only ask electors whether they favoured a change, but then asked a second 

question on which of four options presented (including Iv1MP, Single Transferable 

Vote, SM and Preferential Voting) was preferred as a new electoral system. If the 

majority of voters supported a change, a second referendum was to be held in 

conjunction with the 1993 general election, which would pit FPP against the most 

popular option from the 1992 referendum. 

The result of the 1992 referendum was a resounding thumbs down for FPP, 

with 84.7% of voters opting for a change of electoral system,12 which meant that the 

second referendum was now assured. Despite the potential for dilution of preference 

12Stephen Levine & Nigel S. Roberts (1993) The Referendum Results: 'The People Screamed', In 

A. McRobie (ed.) Taking it to the People? The New Zealand Electoral Referendum Debate, 
Hazard Press, Christchurch, p.57. 
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given the crowded field of alternative options, MMP emerged as the most popular 

alternative for more than seven out of ten voters. Although the electorate had been 

faced with a very complex and technical question which required a decision between 

four electoral systems, MMP prevailed because of the Royal Commission's 

recommendation and its subsequent promotion by the ERC (Electoral Reform 

Coalition) lobby group as the best alternative to FPP. The other electoral systems 

had not been endorsed by the Royal Commission and had no advocates to promote 

their merits. Moreover, the entrance of prominent MPs into the debate and their 

advocacy of the status quo tended to firm-up support for a change, as voters saw 

them as acting in their own interests and concluded that a vote for MMP might 

encourage politicians to be more accountable to public opinion. 

This desire to 'punish' politicians is a compelling reading of the 1992 

referendum result, given that 96 000 voters (nearly 8%) only voted against the 

current electoral system, and not for any of the alternatives on offer. This negative 

approach parallels that adopted by voters in the past regarding by-elections and 

'protest' votes for minor parties, as the referendum also provided an opportunity for 

voters to send a message of disapproval to the government without necessarily 

causing its downfall. However, the 1993 referendum committed the electors to make 

a choice between FPP and MMP, and this time many more than the 55.2% who 

turned out for the 1992 referendum would have their say. Once again the ERC and 

other groups and individuals got behind the campaign for MMP, while a group called 

the Campaign for Better Government advocated the status quo. As in 1992, the 

involvement of politicians tended to tarnish the campaign to retain FPP, as did the 

fact that the CBG was led by the head of Telecom (peter Shirtcliffe) and supported 

by the leaders of big business, who were widely seen as the profiteers of otherwise 

unpopular government policies of the previous decade,13 Although it passed by a 

small majority, the 1993 referendum outcome for a change to the MMP electoral 

system signified a marked departure from the usual modus operandi of electoral 

system change. 

Thus the move to MMP was not precipitated by war or revolution as such, 

and the decision was effectively taken out of the hands of politicians. As noted in 

13The public were also suspicious that the "Campaign for Better Government" actually offered no 
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Chapter One, because MPs and political parties are the chief beneficiaries/victims of 

electoral reform, most changes in the electoral system have all emerged from 

considerations of partisan advantage.14 In this case, change was forced upon them, 

which accounts for the public perception that a change to a PR system would compel 

the major parties to become more accountable, as they would require the co

operation of one or more parties to govern. The most likely candidates for this role 

in sharing government were the already established 'consciences' of Labour and 

National: the Alliance had been formed as Labour became a free-market party, and 

New Zealand First harked back to the interventionism of Muldoon once National 

had returned to a position on the right. As we saw in Chapter Five, the concomitance 

in support for these minor parties and for a more proportional electoral system is 

unsurprising, if there is agreement that both were functions of dealignment and a 

lack of accountability on the part of single party majority governments. 

Given the rather extraordinary circumstances which led to New Zealand's 

change from plurality to a PR system, there may be some doubt as to whether the 

classic theory that PR leads to a splintering of the parties and government instability 

is still valid. That theory was based largely around the experience of western 

European democracies in the first few decades of this century. As Chapter One of 

this thesis points out, the 'sociological' theorists such as Grumm and Rokkan have 

shown that these countries actually introduc<:,:d systems of PR to accommodate 

already existing multiple cleavages. In addition, within the context of the 

democratisation of voting rights, the move towards PR was also connected with the 

rise of labour parties and the restructuring of traditional party systems (conservatives 

versus liberals). Under these conditions, the change of the principle of representation 

and the introduction of PR served not only the interests of the new rising parties 

against which the restrictive suffrage and the electoral system had discriminated in 

the past, but it also served the weaker of the old established parties which were 

threatened with extinction by the rise of newly formed political forces. This 

functional utility of PR for either side facilitated the compromise of sociopolitical 

forces to reform the electoral system, which reflected, rather than produced, a 

multiparty system already in evidence. 

alternatives to electoral reform as a remedy for the perceived ills of party government. 
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Thus one widely accepted argument among political scientists is that the 

timing of a switch to PR has a significant bearing on the subsequent development of 

a party system. Countries which adopted PR soon after the vote was extended to 

most of the population tend to reasonably fragmented party systems, because 

existing multiple cleavages were able to expressed as different parties. In these cases 

there had been no chance for larger parties to cultivate the loyalty of new voters 

before the introduction of PR. Where PR was introduced significantly later than 

mass suffrage, party fragmentation tended not to occur because the larger parties had 

loyal electorates which tended not to desert them en masse for new or splinter 

parties.1S Here the party system is, as Sartori puts it, "strong" or "structured". 

In New Zealand's case, Labour and National were mass parties which 

developed well after the universal franchise had been granted, and the move to 'M1\1P 

in this country came some fifty to seventy years after most European countries had 

changed from a majoritarian to a proportional electoral system. As it was pointed out 

in Chapter One, the theory provides little evidence regarding the effects of later 

changes in electoral laws on the party system. Moreover, the cause of this change in 

New Zealand was not due to a newly expanded electorate, the recognition of a new 

social cleavage,16 or the fall of a regime through war or revolution. Rather, support 

for 'M1\1P tended to express disillusionment with the two already-structured parties, 

rather than reflecting a genuine rise of a new political movement which required 

expression. 

Similarly, the change of electoral system did not arise from compromise 

between existing parties, as both Labour and National had profited from the 

'manufactured majorities' that plurality had awarded. One would expect, as Sarlvik 

14S. Finer, 1975, p.31. 

15Reeve & Ware, 1992, p.9. 

16However, it should be pointed out that the Royal Commission took great pains to ensure that 
Maori representation was a key consideration in choosing between electoral systems, 
specifically comprising one of the ten criteria adopted by the Commission, but also falling 
under the more general criterion of 'effective representation of minority and special interest 
groups'. At the time of the sitting of the Commission, Maori were undergoing something of a 
renaissance, and this had spread to the political sphere with protests calling for the Treaty of 
Waitangi to be honoured and for Maori sovereignty. Thus the Maori ethnic cleavage was 
certainly more of a consideration than it had been previously. 
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and Katz dO,17 that only those reforms that would not diminish the chances of the 

major parliamentary parties to win could realistically be passed by parliaments, hence 

the large number of technical changes made to electoral systems around the world 

over the past half century. The New Zealand experience shows that radical 

constitutional and political change driven from below, rather than above, is possible 

in a political culture with high expectations of political accountability. The change of 

electoral system here does not illustrate a need to accommodate rising sociopolitical 

forces as it has in other countries, but rather a desire for existing forces to be 

expressed in a more responsive manner. Whether it will serve this purpose in 

actuality is another matter. 

Given the different timing and motivation for electoral reform in New 

Zealand, compared to changes of similar magnitude in other democracies upon 

which the bulk of the theory is based, there is some doubt as to whether the 

hypothesised effects of PR will eventuate in this country. Clearly, the inference of the 

theory is that the factors which drive electoral system change will reveal themselves 

in the outputs of the new system. But if this change has not arisen from the need to 

represent a new paradigm, as in New Zealand's case, then the effect of the change 

may be circumscribed in the longer term. In particular, the number of parliamentary 

parties may not rise beyond those which may be required to preserve the integrity of 

the major parties in government. IS Although it may allow for the representation of 

multiple cleavages as parties in the future, at the time of its introduction these factors 

were not behind the change to MMP. This in turn may mean that governmental 

stability will not be threatened by an upsurge in the number of parties representing 

fissiparous and divergent interests. The likely shape of the party system in New 

Zealand under MMP will be examined further in the following chapter. In order to 

remove the emphasis upon ready generalisations about the effects of proportional 

representation, the next section of this chapter will examine the specific components 

of New Zealand's new electoral system, and evaluate how these mechanical features 

might affect the party system and governmental stability. 

17See Chapter One, pp.44-45, footnote 80. 

18This may be due to the presence of mechanical factors which limit the proportionality of the 
system, which will be discussed below. 



Chapter Six 250 

THE MECHANICAL EFFECTS OF MMP 

According to Duverger, electoral systems have mechanical effects which determine 

the degree of proportionality between the seats and votes that parties receive. 

Therefore, the bulk of this chapter is limited to a discussion of the theoretical 

proportionality of :MMP, given its likely mechanical effects. With regard to the 

overall aim of this thesis, this section focuses on the likelihood that the new system 

will serve to represent more parties in parliament and in larger numbers, as well as 

whether :MMP is likely to manufacture single party majority governments. These 

outcomes are assumed to be a function of the relative proportionality of the system, 

given the analysis presented so far of the mechanical effects of disproportionality 

under plurality in New Zealand. 

Beginning with the definition presented in the Introduction to this thesis that 

the essential function of an electoral system is to translate votes into seats, three 

subsets of rules may be distinguished which will help to further classify an electoral 

system: 

(1) those which define how votes are cast (the ballot structure); 

(2) those that define how seats are structured (the district magnitude), and; 

(3) those that define how votes are translated into seats (the electoral formula). 

Both Rae19 and Taylor and Johnston20 argue that balloting, districting and formula 

are the main components of an electoral system affecting the level of proportionality. 

Thus if we wish to know how proportional MMP will be, in order to determine 

whether the number of parliamentary parties will increase and whether the system 

will discourage the formation of stable party governments, then these three criteria 

should be examined to distinguish between the mechanical effects of the old and the 

new system. 

19Rae, 1967, p.16. 

20Peter J. Taylor & Ronald J. Johnston (1979) The Geography of Elections, Holmes and Meier, 
New York, p.40. 
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The ballot structure 

According to Rae, there are two types of ballots: categorical and ordinal. The former 

asks the voter to decide which one of the candidates/parties s/he prefers, and the 

latter allow the voter to express a more complex preference by rank-ordering the 

candidates/parties. The major difference between the two types of ballot structure is 

that categorical systems channel each parcel of electoral strength into the grasp of a 

single party, while ordinal balloting may disperse each parcel of support among a 

number of competing parties to produce more" fractionalised" party systems. 21 

Under simple plurality in New Zealand, each elector had just one vote to be 

cast for one of the candidates standing in their electorate, and party strengths in 

parliament were decided by the aggregations of all of these constituency contest 

results. Thus plurality was clearly a categorical ballot, with voters not only voting for 

one candidate, but also one party with their single vote. MMP, on the other hand, 

allows electors two votes: one for the candidate standing in the electorate where the 

voter lives (much like plurality); and another for the political party that s/he would 

most like to be represented by in parliament. This 'party vote' decides the actual 

composition of party strengths in parliament, by providing for 'lists' of candidates to 

be elected in succession on the strength of this vote, from which any constituency 

seats won by a party are subtracted. Under MMP these party lists are closed, which 

means that voters are unable to alter the rankings of the candidates that the parties 

have made on their lists, nor are they able to vote for an individual candidate on that 

list. 22 As a similar ballot structure is used in Germany, both Rae and Katz were able 

to classify this system as employing a categorical ballot. 23 

21Rae, 1967, pp. 17-18. 

22At the Select Committee stage of the Electoral Reform Bill, as well as in the general debate in 
parliament, a significant number of MPs favoured "open" lists selected regionally, so that 
voters would have the ability to re-rank candidates for their preferred party (Electoral Law 
Committee (1993) Report of the Electoral Reform Committee on the Electoral Reform Bill, 
AJHR, 1991-1993, voI.XXIV, I.17C, p, 8, paras. 2.4.3 to 2.4.4; NZPD {l993) vo1.536, 22 
July, pp.16730-16738; NZPD (1993) vo1.537, 3 August, pp.17087-17221). This would not 
have increased party fractionalisation as it did not allow for the transferability of votes across 
party lists, merely the re-ordering of candidates within a party's list. 

23Katz, 1980, pp. 38-39. However, one of the differences between the German system and New 
Zealand MMP is that the party lists in Germany are compiled on a regional basis according to 
each land, although the closed non-ordering principle remains. 
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However, the dual-ballot nature of the MMP system indicates that the 

distinction between categorical and ordinal ballots in the literature is not clear-cut. 

MMP does allow voters the opportunity to vote for more than one candidate or 

party for the same elective institution without being fully ordinal. In Germany, 

Guatemala, Iceland, Hungary, South Korea, Italy, Japan and Mexico, voters are able 

to vote for both local and national representatives to the same legislative body in 

such a way,24 Although the existence of more than one vote makes these systems 

richer in choice, they are not truly ordinal because they do not imply rank-ordering ,25 

However, Arend Lijphart disagrees that electoral systems like MMP are categorical, 

and concludes that Rae's eventual finding that ballot structure is unrelated to party 

fractionalisation was false due to the misclassification of the post-war German 

system and the French second ballot system as categorical. 26 

For Arend Lijphart, it is the ability of voters to split their two votes between 

two different parties which makes the German system "clearly ordinal" after 1953, as 

when the electoral system was first established in 1949 there was simply one vote 

which was used for both the constituency and party vote (which made it a categorical 

ballot). In a cross-tabulation analysis, Lijphart found that there was no significant link 

between ballot structure and disproportionality or the number of parties, but 

discovered that a change from categorical to ordinal ballots produced 14 and 15% 

reductions in manufactured majorities. However, for the specific case of Germany 

whose system most closely resembles MMP, the change from categorical(one vote) 

to (what Lijphart called) ordinal(two vote) ballots in 1953 coincided with a reduction 

in dis proportionality and the number of parties, while the number of parliamentary 

and manufactured majorities remained the same. 27 

24Taagepera & Shugart, 1989, p. 13. 

25 Andre Blais ({ 1988) The Classification of Electoral Systems, European Journal of Political 
Research, yol.l6 no. 1 , p.104) suggests that further distinctions should be made between the 
number of yotes allowed, as well as the type of information that the voter is asked to provide 
(whether it is nominal, ordinal, or numerical). 

26Lijphart, 1994, p.119. According to Lijphart, in using the term "ordinal" Rae is not referring 
exclusively to a ballot that allows for a rank-ordering of candidates or parties. Rather, his 
category is broader and includes systems such as New Zealand and German MMP where the 
voter can vote for a candidate of one party and, if he or she wishes, for a different party with 
his or her list Yote. 

27Ibid., pp. 122-124. 
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Thus the categorisation of MMP as having an ordinal ballot structure, based 

on the premise that having two separate votes allows voters to vote for two different 

parties, seems unconvincing. In a mechanical sense, this does not necessarily lead to 

an increase in the number of parties, for the 'party' vote is the decisive vote for the 

distribution of seats among the parties, and any electorate seats won are subtracted 

from it.2B Although the voter has the luxury of two votes to split between different 

parties, in most circumstances the fractionalising effect on the wider party system is 

mitigated by the relative importance of one type of vote over the other. Thus any 

split votes are split very unequally, although as we shall see upon examination of the 

psychological factors which are implied by MMP, in some circumstances the 

presence of two votes may be decisive for the survival of smaller parties. 

District Magnitude 

As we know from the theory presented in Chapter One, district magnitude (M), as 

the number of representatives elected per district, is hypothesised to account for 

much of the difference in disproportionality across electoral systems. Indeed, Rae 

proposes that the mechanics of the electoral formula depend largely upon district 

magnitude, as any electoral formula will behave more like a different formula applied 

at the same level of M than like the same formula at a very different level of M. 29 The 

theory behind the importance of district magnitude is that the higher the number of 

members elected per electoral district, the greater the likelihood that more 

representatives of different parties will have the opportunity to be elected. The 

smaller the district, the greater the waste of votes which are below-quota or below

winning level. In a single member district, the fact that only one candidate can be 

elected tends to reduce the contest to one between two parties, at least at this district 

level.30 Thus any increase in the number of representatives to be elected per district 

28The situation has occurred in Germany where a party gains an overhang (uberhangmandate) of 
constituency seats which exceed its entitlement as decreed by the party vote. However, these 
cases are reasonably rare and usually result in the addition of a few seats to parliament for that 
term. 

29Rae, 1967, p.38. 

30Katz, 1980, p.1l5. 
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tends to open up the competition for seats to more than two parties, and 

consequently all PR systems use some form of multimember districting. 

As well as more fractionalised party systems, large district magnitudes are also 

associated with lower rates of parliamentary and manufactured majorities, which are 

thought to provide reasonable guarantees of governmental stability. However, the 

relationship between M and proportionality is curvilinear: as district magnitude 

increases, the number of parties increases at a slower rate. This means that the 

greatest difference in proportionality occurs between single member districts and 

small multi-membered districts of up to six, while beyond twenty members a 

"plateau effect" takes place. Thus the district magnitudes of 100-150 found in the 

Dutch and Israeli party list systems produce vote/seat deviations which are only 

slightly below those found in systems with district magnitudes of 10 to 20. 31 This 

means they also possess the same potential for producing manufactured majorities as 

systems with smaller districts. 

Under simple plurality in 1993, New Zealand was divided into 99 electoral 

districts, each electing a single member. As we saw in the previous chapter, the 

district magnitude of one certainly helped to maintain the two party hegemony that 

characterised New Zealand politics from 1935-1993. Although MMP retains sixty

five single member districts, another fifty-five party list seats exist to ensure that the 

total number of seats are allocated proportionately, according to the total number of 

party votes received. 32 In other words, the party vote determines the overall 

allocation of seats, incorporating the number of single member constituency seats 

won by each party. In theory it could be assumed that this two-tier system of what 

Rae calls "complex districting" should increase proportionality, as errors of 

underrepresentation made at the single-member district level are corrected by 

opposite disproportions made at the national level. Moreover, according to Lijphart, 

such national at-large districts at the upper level have the added advantage that they 

31Rae, 1967, pp. 117-118. 

32The proportions of constituency to list seats can change with variation in the electoral 
population. The number of constituency seats for the South Island has been fixed at sixteen, 
and the population of each will be used to determine the number of Maori and North Island 
electorates. If the North Island's population grows faster than the South, the number of 
constituency seats allocated to the North Island would rise at the expense of the party list seats. 
However, it is not possible to state how many constituency seats the North Island will have 
until the Maori option has been taken and the number of Maori seats are known. 
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entirely eliminate any problems of malapportionment and gerrymandering.33 

However, Rae concluded that this complex districting, of which .M:MP could be 

considered an example, was no more proportional than 'simple' districting at 

reasonably high levels ofM.34 

This conclusion relates to Rae's definition of district magnitude under 

complex districting, where he calculates M by counting the total number of districts 

at both levels.35 This means that under MMP in New Zealand, Rae would count the 

upper level of districting as a single district, which means that the number of districts 

would equal 66 (65+1). Further, the average district magnitude would only equal 

1.82, once the total number of seats (120) was divided by this total number of 

districts. This seems to be a serious error, as it has yielded a relatively small average 

M (remembering that under FPP, M=l), whereas the practical effect of the 

imposition of a higher level of districts is similar to making the lower level districts 

much larger, thus increasing the proportionality of the election results. For it is this 

higher level of seats which becomes decisive in the translation of votes into seats, as 

they act in a compensatory manner.36 In recognition of this, Rein Taagepera and 

Matthew Shugart use an 'adjusted magnitude' to incorporate systems with complex 

districting. Thus they describe the German system as having 249 seats with a district 

magnitude of one and 249 adjustment seats, which results in an adjusted magnitude 

of 498.37 Following this lead, the adjusted magnitude of New Zealand's .M:MP system 

is 120, the total number of seats at stake. 

Although at 55 the number of adjustment seats for MMP in 1996 was less 

than half of the total number of seats, as long as they make-up more than 25% of all 

33Lijphart, 1994, p.146. Malapportionment occurs when single member districts have substantially 
unequal voting populations, which may favour one or more parties. An example of this is the 
Country quota which existed in New Zealand until 1945. Gerrymandering also occurs in 
single-member districts, where electoral boundaries are drawn to favour a particular party. This 
can become crucial in the context of the whole election if this occurs in the marginal seats, or 
actually 'creates' marginal seats. 

34Rae, 1967, p.124. 

35Ibid., p.2l. 

36In systems like the Supplementary Member system these seats act in an 'additional' manner, as 
it is only these seats which are calculated proportionately, rather than taking the total number 
of seats into account as compensatory seats do. 

37Taagepera & Shugart, 1989, p.l36, Table 12.1. 
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seats then they will ensure proportionality, as the level of disproportionality often 

reaches 25-30% across single member districts. 38 Nevertheless, the reason why the 

number of adjustment seats is less than half reflects the uniqueness of MMP as it will 

be implemented in New Zealand. Originally, the Royal Commission proposed that 

there should be sixty single member electorate seats and sixty list seats, with the 

separate Maori seats and roll to be abolished in return for electoral concessions for 

Maori parties.39 

However, in choosing to recommend the abolition of separate representation 

for Maori, the Royal Commission admitted that it had ignored the view of almost 

every Maori submission made to it which urged the retention of the separate roll and 

seats.40 While almost all of these submissions were based on the assumption that 

plurality would continue, they indicated that it might not be acceptable for MMP to 

be introduced without separate Maori representation. Due to the support of a large 

number of Maori who made submissions to the Select Committee on Electoral Law, 

including those made at a national hui at Turangawaewae in addition to twenty 

others held around the country, the 1993 Electoral Act retained the separate Maori 

seats.41 However, the number of these seats are no longer to be fixed at four, and 

instead are allowed to rise or fall in line with the number of Maori enrolling under 

the Maori electoral option.42 

This means that for the first time, the population basis of Maori seats is 

proportional to that of the general electorate seats. All electorates now meet the 

criteria of "equality" which had been required by the 1956 Electoral Act, and the 

38Ibid., p.131. 

39Report of the Royal Commission, 1986, pp. 43-44, 101-103, paras. 2.l16, 3.74-3.79. For more 
on how Maori representation was to be handled under MMP, see the discussion on electoral 
thresholds below. The Royal Commission wanted to see an end to separate representation for 
Maori, as they believed that the existence of the Maori seats gave parties a license to ignore 
Maori issues. 

40Ibid., p.85. 

41Electoral Law Committee, 1993, pp. 5-6, paras. 2.1.1 to 2.1.8. 

42The number of Maori seats is calculated as a function of the quotient when the population of the 
South Island is divided by 16 (seats) as fixed by the Electoral Act, and before the number of 
North Island seats are allocated. Therefore, if an increasing number of Maori opt to be 
included on the Maori electoral roll, the number of North Island constituency seats would 
probably decline. The Royal Commission had recommended that if FPP was retained then the 
Maori seats should remain, but be allowed to fluctuate according to the Maori electoral 
population in this way (1986, pp. 107-108, paras. 3.92-3.98). 
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electoral system is now also consistent with Article Three of the Treaty of Waitangi 

which grants Maori all the rights and privileges of British subjects. This also means 

that New Zealand's new electoral system retains the unique feature of reserved 

representation for an ethnic minority, so that it should be more accurately called 

MMP-DC (dual constituency) according to Jack Nage1.43 

The presence of the Maori seats makes the use of the term 'complex 

districting' even more appropriate to describe New Zealand's system of MMP. 

However, Rae's assertion that the district magnitude is the most important 

determinant of proportionality, the number of parties, and the number of 

parliamentary and manufactured majorities, may have contributed to his earlier 

misunderstanding of M under complex districting. Counting the national upper tier 

as one district to be added to the others ignores the motivation for the establishment 

of this complex districting in the first place. This compensatory feature of New 

Zealand's MMP system implies that single member constituencies will be ignored in 

determining the 'effective' magnitude, as parties' seat shares will be based on 120 

seats as if there were a single nation-wide electoral district of that number. As a 

visiting German political scientist Andre Kaiser pointed out,44 while New Zealanders 

emphasise that their MMP system is a "mixed" system of single member 

constituencies and party list seats, this incorrecdy indicates 'semi-proportionality' 

rather than the full proportionality which the compensatory seats actually provide. 

Thus the effects of district magnitude cannot be removed from the notion of 

an overriding electoral formula, which aims, in the case of MMP, to achieve 

proportionality. As mentioned in Chapter Three, the existence of multimember 

districts in New Zealand cities in the late nineteenth century did not lead to a 

multiparty system, and nor were they intended to, because elections continued to be 

dictated by the plurality electoral formula. Conversely, nation-wide proportionality 

would be very difficult to achieve using only single-member districts, as there is no 

way of dividing a single MP. Therefore it is argued here that both the district 

magnitude and the electoral formula have the greatest over-all importance in 

43Jack Nagel (1996) Constitutional Reform and Social Difference in New Zealand, Cardozo 
Journal ofInternational and Comparative Law, vol. 4 no. 2, Summer, p.387. 

44Dr Andre Kaiser, Party System, Electoral System and Institutional Regime in Germany, Lecture 
to POLS 103 class, 19 August 1997, University of Canterbury, Christchurch. 
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determining the level of proportionality. The district magnitude is dictated by the 

electoral formula, for if a fully proportional system is desired then a 'nation-wide' 

district is clearly the ultimate means by which this is achieved. The next section will 

examine the way in which the electoral formula of MMP defines the 'ends' to which 

the district magnitude provides the 'means'. 

Electoral formula 

The first-past-the-post electoral system was introduced into New Zealand in 1852 

before the advent of political parties, and so the design of the plurality electoral 

formula was merely to find one winning candidate in each electorate. But as New 

Zealand's recent experience shows, the combined mechanical effects of single 

member districts and a categorical ballot deciding the winner by plurality is to favour 

two contenders at the district level. Once two major parties emerge nationally (ie. the 

party system becomes 'structured') they become the leading contenders at the district 

level, and by aggregating their plurality victories in each district they may win an 

absolute majority of seats with less than a majority of the vote. This section will 

examine how a change in electoral formula with MMP may affect the number of 

parties and the ability of one party to win a majority. 

The standard distinction between electoral formulae identifies three types: 

majority, plurality, and proportional representation. Some authors also refer to a 

number of semi-proportional systems (like the single non-transferable vote) to 

convey the image of a continuum from proportional to majority systems.45 Thus 

electoral systems can be defined according to their actual vote-seat relationship, 

through some measure of disproportionality, like the one used in this thesis. This 

kind of classification is different from previous ones, as it deals with the outputs of 

electoral laws rather than the laws themselves. No specific rule dictates the degree of 

disparity of an electoral system, but a given set of rules defining the ballot structure, 

constituency structure and the formula will typically produce a given degree of 

proportionality. So while it is entirely appropriate to categorise electoral systems as 

45Lijphart, 1984a, p.207. 
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being more or less proportional, it should also be clear that the distinction ought to 

be made on the basis of the actual outcome and not on the basis of the rules alone. 

In other words, if we look at New Zealand's plurality system, with its single 

member districts and categorical ballot structure, it could be assumed that the 

resultant disproportionality would be high and the number of parties low. However, 

we know from Chapter Four that this electoral system did sustain more than two 

parties with a highly variable level of disproportionality from one election to the 

next. Moreover, from Chapter Five we also know that several early elections where 

two parties dominated also produced reasonably low levels of disproportionality. 

Nevertheless, by knowing the characteristics of several components of the electoral 

system, some heuristic rules can be developed regarding the level of proportionality 

that the electoral system should theoretically produce. 

It would be difficult to single one such component out as being the most 

important determinant of the output of an electoral system. This is particularly 

unwise if each component points in a different direction to the other, as they may 

largely cancel the effects of the other out, or playa much larger or smaller role if not 

acting in concert. For example, district magnitude may decrease disproportionality in 

a PR system, but increase it in a plurality system.46 It seems that the overall formula is 

important in expressing the overall intention of the electoral system, but that in order 

to enact the formula, the ballot structure and constituency structure become 

important, as logically they have to be defined before votes are translated into seats. 

This is why, for instance, the proportional representation formula is irreconcilable 

with single-member districts. It can also be shown that constituency structure is prior 

to ballot structure, for in order to decide how voters will express their preferences, 

the desired outcome (how many candidates will be elected in what type of 

constituency) has to be ascertained. For example, there is no use resorting to a list 

system of voting for a single member constituency. 

Thus it appears that the net mechanical effect of an electoral system is a 

product of the interaction of all of the systemic components presented here. 

Although not the most important component, the electoral formula is the defining 

46Rein Taagepera (1984) The Effect of District Magnitude and Properties of Two-Seat Districts, in 
A. Lijphart & B. Grofman (eds.) Choosinz an Electoral System: Issues and Alternatives, 
Praeger, New York, p.lO!. 
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element in terms of proportionality if all of the other components, particularly 

district magnitude, are designed to serve this end. Although several writers have 

downplayed the importance of the electoral formula in favour of district magnitude, 

this argument often results from confusion between the general electoral formula (eg, 

plurality, PR) and the allocation formulae used to achieve greater or lesser degrees of 

proportionality in a PR system. There are several established varieties of these 

allocation formulae; including d'Hondt, Sainte-Lague, Modified Sainte-Lague, Equal 

Proportions, Modified Equal Proportions, and the Largest Remainder Method. Of 

these, the first five are known as highest average methods,47 as they involve dividing 

each party's vote total by the appropriate number from a predetermined sequence, 

and awarding the next seat at each stage to whichever party presents the highest 

'average'. The methods differ from each other in the numbers they use as divisors, 

which means that some are seen to favour larger parties at the expense of smaller 

parties (eg. d'Hondt), while others offer more assistance to small parties (eg. Sainte

Lague) or medium-sized parties (eg. Modified Sainte-Lague). 

In terms of the overall proportionality of the election result, Michael 

Gallagher concluded that these formulae produce the same outcome when district 

magnitude equals one, and that all produce an outcome which approaches perfect 

proportionality as magnitude approaches infinity. Accordingly, the allocation formula 

matters only within a certain range of district magnitude, but it is difficult to be more 

precise, as the upper limit of the range varies according to the distribution of votes 

between parties. The fewer the number of parties competing, the smaller is the 

district magnitude needed to achieve a given level of proportionality. Thus while the 

d'Hondt and Sainte-Lague formulae may produce different results in a five seat 

constituency for three parties contesting, if there were ten seats at stake these 

formulae may have produced the same result, depending on the distribution of votes 

for each party.4H 

While this seems to be a fairly logical argument regarding the importance of 

allocation formulae, Gallagher makes the mistake of assuming that these are the same 

as the electoral formula, when he argues that: 

47The Largest Remainder method is not a divisor method, as it works by employing a fixed quota 
which the allocation of seats revolves around (Gallagher, 1991, p.37). 
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"district magnitude affects proportionality more than the electoral formula does".49 

In asserting this he makes reference to Taagepera & Shugart(1989) and their chapter 

entitled "Magnitude: The Decisive Factor", but Gallagher's misinterpretation is 

actually highlighted by what Taagepera and Shugart have to say: 

"TIus chapter shows that, indeed, magnitude is the decisive factor: the number of 

seats allocated in an electoral district has a stronger impact on proportionality 

than almost any other factor, such as the choice between Sainte-Lague or 

d'Hondt allocation formulas."so 

However, they do not go as far to say that the district magnitude outweighs the 

electoral formula, when they continue by stating that: 

"Only plurality or majority overt'ides M (district magnitude), and even then it 

does not abolish the effect of magtutude but reverses it."Sl 

Once again, this highlights the need to take the interaction between electoral system 

components into account when determining the mechanical effects that the system 

should theoretically produce. 

As stated before, the electoral formula plays an important role in such 

calculations, by revealing the motivations of each system towards proportionality. 

Although a PR system cannot achieve the end of its namesake without using 

multimember districts, in this case the district magnitude has been chosen because it 

is most likely to attain proportionality. It has already been noted that it is possible to 

have multimember districts without a proportional formula, but it is not really 

48Gailagher, 1991, p.44. 

49Ibid., p.44. By ranking the electoral systems of different countries according to 
disproportionality, Gallagher concluded that the top seven countries (according to the least 
squares index used here) ail have higher tier allocations to overcome disproportionalities 
arising at the constituency level. Although this leads him to state that district magnitude is the 
main determinant of proportionality (p.48), the use of complex districting implies that 
proportionality is an overriding aim of the electoral system, and that the PR formula is at least 
as important as a guiding philosophy. 

50Taagepera & Shugart, 1989, p.ll2. 

51Ibid., p.ll2. 
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possible to achieve proportionality without such districting. The defining, but not 

necessarily the most important, component of an electoral system is thus the 

electoral formula. As long as the other components are in accord with the electoral 

formula, then one may quickly ascertain the design of the system towards the 

representation of parties. 

As we have seen already, the overall electoral formula for the system of MMP 

adopted by New Zealand is proportional. Although the ballot is categorical despite 

having two votes, one of these votes decides the overall proportions of party support 

in parliament. The use of complex districting ensures that this result reflects a high 

degree of proportionality, as Gallagher himself found. 52 The Royal Commission itself 

saw proportionality as important, and desired to change the electoral formula as 

much as anything else. It was for this reason that it rejected the Supplementary 

Member Proposal (S11), which could be best described as semi-proportional,53 

While the electoral formula and district magnitude are arguably the most 

important determinants of proportionality, Gallagher was correct in principle when 

he stated that allocation formulae (which he called electoral formula) such as the 

d'Hondt and Sainte-Lague methods, are less important. However, between highly 

proportional electoral systems they can make a difference, as exemplified when 

N01'way changed from the d'Hondt to the Sainte-Lague method of allocation in 

1953, and the average index of disproportionality fell from 5.4% to 2.4%. Sweden 

made the same change in 1952, and its index went from 2.4% in 1948 to 1.2% from 

1952-68.54 

In deciding upon the allocation formula to be used for MMP to ensure 

proportionality, the Royal Commission chose an unusual variant of the Sainte-Lague 

formula. In its standard form, the votes cast for each party under a Sainte-Lague 

formula are divided successively by the series 1, 3, 5, 7, ... and so on to produce 

successively smaller quotients, which are then ranked to determine in which order 

parties are allocated seats. The Commission recognised that this method tended to 

52See note 49 of this chapter. 

53Report of the Royal Commission. 1986. p.39. para. 2.103. The Royal Commission was of the 
view that "SM does not go far enough in meeting the fundamental objections to the plurality 
system in respect of the relationship between seats and votes"(p.43. para. 2.115) 

54Lijphart. 1984. p.164. 
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favour smaller parties by providing allocations of seats which, while attempting to 

make the proportions of seats close to the proportions of votes, give more weight to 

the differences between expected and actual allocations for small parties. 55 Although 

they decided against the standard Sainte-Lague formula because it unduly favoured 

small parties at the expense of larger ones, they also rejected the standard Modified 

Sainte-Lague method which made it slightly more difficult for small parties to win 

their first seat.50 The modified form the Royal Commission settled upon has not 

been used anywhere in the world, and employs the series 3, 5, 7, ... to obtain quotients 

for ranking, which theoretically makes it harder for small parties to win both their 

first and second seats. While this is of little importance for those parties which pass 

the 5% threshold (which will be discussed below), for those that do not but are 

eligible for list seats having gained a constituency seat, this method makes gaining the 

first few list seats more difficult. This creates a reasonably high 'effective' threshold 

regardless of any which is otherwise specified, but the Commission considered that 

the combination of both was appropriate, as by passing either barrier a party requires 

significant support.57 

However, once the 1993 Electoral Reform Bill (which outlined the MMP 

system as it was to be enacted) had gone through the Select Committee stage, this 

modified form of the Sainte-Lague method was dropped in favour of the standard 

Sainte-Lague formula. 5H Perhaps this was because the allocation formula as it stood 

would have disadvantaged parties somehow exempted from the threshold 

requirement, as at the Committee stage it had to still be decided whether Maori 

55Report of the Royal Commission, 1986, Addendum 2.1, p.7l. 

56In doing so, the modified Sainte-Lague formula uses the series 104,3,5, 7 .... etc to obtain its 
quotients, and has been used in Norway, Sweden and Denmark. 

57Report of the Royal Commission, 1986, Addendum 2.1, p.74. While this modified Sainte-Lague 
method has a higher quota for the for the first two seats, it allows a party to build its 
representation to three seats more rapidly than the standard Sainte-Lague method, its usual 
modification, or the d'Hondt method. 

58However, the author can find no mention of this amendment in the Electoral Law Committee 
(1993) Report. Nor are there any clues to be found in the earlier Electoral Law Committee 
Report (1988), which favoured using the d'Hondt formula over Sainte-Lague for the SM 
system that it recommended (pp. 16-17, paras. 4.3.16-4.3.17). Correspondence with several 
MPs who sat on the 1993 Committee suggests that they saw it as a fairly technical decision, 
and that they followed the advice of officials (Pete Hodgson MP { 1997} Letter to the author, 
18 November; Tony Ryall MP { 1997} Letter to the author, 19 November; Hon. David Caygill 
(1997}Letter to the author, 24 November). 
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parties would face the threshold. Whatever the reason, it seems cunous that MPs 

with an interest in keeping smaller parties out of parliament should have adopted an 

allocation formula which assisted such parties more readily than the method 

proposed by the Royal Commission. 

In any case, from the above examination of the ballot structure, district 

magnitude and electoral formula, it can be reasonably predicted that MMP in New 

Zealand is theoretically a very proportional system. But there are several other 

technical factors which may affect the proportionality of an electoral system, and 

political scientists studying electoral systems have often included the additional 

variables of malapportionment, assembly size, and thresholds in their overall analysis. 

Malapportionment 

This is a source of disproportionality which arises if some areas of a country are 

allocated more seats in relation to population than are others. Where this has been a 

significant factor electorally it has occurred across single member districts, and has 

usually involved the over-representation of rural areas. As outlined in earlier 

chapters, this occurred most explicitly under plurality in New Zealand with the 

Country Quota, although it could also be argued that the Maori seats were also a 

form of malapportionment, as they remained fixed in number while the number of 

General seats increased in line with population over time. However, under MMP the 

number of Maori seats will rise or fall depending on the number of those on the 

Maori roll, which will be divided by the same number used to determine the general 

constituency seats. 

In any case, malapportionment should be eliminated as a problem due to the 

overriding impact of the nation-wide upper tier of seats under MMP. Of course, 

malapportionment could still occur at the single-member district level, although by 

definition this should be a problem confined to that area. However, if as a result of a 

redistribution a small party's electoral support is concentrated in a small area, and as 

a consequence that party is able to win one electorate seat, then this may help to 

bring in other members from that party's list, without the need to cross the electoral 

threshold. 
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Assembly Size 

Although Rae notes that assembly size is a "generally neglected variable",59 Lijphart 

suggests that if electoral systems are essentially methods of translating votes into 

seats, then the total number of seats available for this translation should be an 

important factor in the system of translation.6o Taagepera and Shugart propose that 

assembly size is important for the representation of small parties, and the difference 

is most critical in single member district plurality systems, because a larger number of 

these districts (like larger district magnitudes) give small parties a better chance of 

success.61 Through their "Cube Root Law of Assembly Sizes," Taagepera and 

Shugart found that the number of seats in national assemblies tends to be close to 

the cube root of the populations of nations { S = pl/3} .62 Using this formula, the 

size of New Zealand's parliament should be around 150, which may account for 

some of the disproportionality previously experienced under single member district 

plurality, where assembly size reached a peak of only 99 seats. 63 

Regardless of whether New Zealand changed to a system ofMMP, the 1986 

Royal Commission recommended that the number of seats be increased to at least 

120, which they felt was particularly important for MMP to ensure that constituency 

seats were not excessively large.64 As it eventuated, the 1993 referendum which 

pitted FPP against MMP did so on the basis that the former would retain 99 seats, 

while the change in electoral system would bring 120 seats. While many proponents 

of MMP saw this as an attempt by politicians to stack the odds, given the existing 

climate of opinion towards them the MPs on the Committee were concerned that an 

59Rae, 1967, p.158. 

60Lijphart, 1994, p.12. 

61Taagepera & Shugart, 1989, p.173. 

62Ibid., p.175. 

63 At the time of writing, the latest data on the total population of New Zealand was 3 657 300 
(Statistics New Zealand {1997} Key Statistics: August 1997, Government Printer, Wellington, 
p.14, Table 2.02, estimated population as at 31 March). By feeding this into Taagepera & 
Shugart's formula, we get an assembly size of 154 (to the nearest whole number). 

64In either scenario, the Royal Commission favoured a larger House in order to boost backbench 
numbers, reduce the relative size of cabinet within parliament, and increase the number of MPs 
able to participate in select committees (1986, pp. 126-129, paras. 4.30-4.37) The Royal 
Commission actually preferred an increase to 140, which they still felt would be a small 
assembly size on a comparative scale (p.127, para. 4.37). 
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across the board increase would be viewed even more cynically. The Select 

Committee also argued that to recommend the House be increased to 120 under 

plurality was outside the brief it had been given to draft the legislation. The Bill was 

returned to the House providing for 120 members under MMP, but was 

accompanied by a draft amendment for 100. The amendment was put but lost 

substantially, and the new system was destined to operate with an enlarged House.6s 

Lijphart's 1994 study supported Taagepera and Shugart's hypothesis, when he 

found that disproportionality decreases as assembly size increases. The biggest 

differences were to be found between the smaller assemblies with up to 81 members, 

and the next category of assemblies with 100 to 200 members.66 Thus the increase to 

120 members may have made a difference under plurality rules, but the use of the 

proportional electoral formula and complex districting probably overshadows such 

an effect under MMP. As it has been noted already, MMP could operate with a 

similar level of proportionality given a smaller number of seats, as long as the 

number of list seats comprise over 25% of the assembly size. Given that MMP could 

have been based on 100 seats,G7 it does seem suspicious that the Electoral Reform 

Bill of 1993 retained the 120 seats as recommended by the Royal Commission, and 

only for the proposed MMP system and not for FPP. Nevertheless, the fact that the 

assembly size equals the district magnitude (as calculated above) certainly makes 

MMP seem very proportional indeed, barring the vote threshold which exists for 

parties to achieve compensatory list seats. 

65Since the first MMP election in 1996, public opinion as well as several politicians have favoured 
a reduction in the size of the House, given the controversy surrounding the behaviour of MPs 
in this term, and the publicity given to the "perks" available to them. Ironically, the most 
outspoken politicians in favour of a reduction were the same members who voted for MMP to 
be employed with 120 seats, so that it could be matched against the existing 99 seat FPP 
system in the 1993 referendum. 

66Lijphart, 1994, pp. 100-102. Lijphart notes that this makes good theoretical sense, as only the 
smallest assembly sizes entail serious restrictions on proportionality. 

67 After the result of the 1992 indicative referendum, Jim Anderton (leader of the Alliance) 
introduced a private member's bill designed to bring the subsequent binding referendum 
forward to 27 March 1993. The Mixed Member Proportional Representation Bill outlined a 
proposal for the working of the new electoral system, including provision for 100 MPs, which 
incorporated 46 list seats, 50 general and 4 Maori seats. As the initial stimulus for the 
beginning of work on the new Electoral Bill by the Electoral Law Committee, this bill 
recognised that MMP could work with 100 MPs (NZPD {1992} vo1.530, 7 October, p.1153l). 
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Thresholds 

Thresholds may be explicit or implied, and are usually expressed as the overall 

percentage of votes required by parties in order to achieve seats in proportion to 

their share of the vote. Under plurality this 'threshold' is more informal: to attain a 

seat, a party must win a plurality of votes in that seat. Here the threshold of 

representation depends on the number of participants and their relative strength; for 

example, with three parties of reasonably equal strength, around 30% is needed to 

win a seat. However, for parties to win seats in proportion to their overall vote 

requires them to average about 30% across all electorates, to ensure that enough 

seats are won. As we have seen from the previous chapter, minor parties in New 

Zealand were either under-represented because of their thin spread of overall 

support, or because it was concentrated in one area, as was often the case with 

parties led by incumbent splinter MPs from the major parties. 

Although it has been hypothesised that MMP is a highly proportional 

electoral system, we would expect that some informal threshold exists because there 

are simply not enough seats to go around. In the absence of an explicit threshold, the 

type of allocation formula used may create an 'effective threshold' of electoral 

support which is required before seats are attained. However, the Royal Commission 

recommended the imposition of a formal threshold of four percent or one 

constituency seat before representation begins. The rationale behind this move was 

to stop the proliferation of small parties, and the subsequent instability which this 

could bring. The Royal Commission felt strongly that if no threshold was set or if it 

was set too low, then the operation of effective government was likely to be 

frustrated through an abundance of small and/or extremist parties in parliament. 68 

The Royal Commission also wanted this threshold to be waived for parties 

representing Maori interests, because they had also recommended that there be no 

separate Maori roll, nor Maori seats.69 Clearly the Commission saw the interests of 

Maori being best promoted through the emergence of a Maori party, as the whole 

68Report of the Royal Commission, 1986, paras. 2.182, 2.190-2.191, p.64, 66. 

69Ibid., pp. 101-103, paras. 3.74-3.79. As their ranks would no longer be split between two rolls, it 
was assumed that Maori would form a large minority within the political system. Parties would 
then be under pressure to include Maori people on their party lists and to develop policies to 
attract the new pool of Maori electors. 
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idea of losing the Maori seats seemed to be contingent on this, or a shift in attitudes 

by the existing parties.70 

However, as we have seen, the Electoral Law Select Committee decided to 

retain the Maori seats under new conditions, given the weight of support from Maori 

submissions. Because of this the Committee also recommended that: 

"the waiver of the four percent threshold in respect of Maori parties, contained 

in the Bill as introduced, no longer applies so that all political parties are 

required to attain the same level of votes or to win at least one constituency 

seat to be entided to list seats.,,71 

Part of the difficulty in implementing this waiver would have been the problem of 

identifying those parties "primarily representing Maori interests" in practice, and 

deciding what criteria would be applied to such a nebulous concept. 72 

But of possibly even greater importance, the Electoral Law Committee 

recommended: 

"only technical amendments to the list provisions, apart from the abolition of 

the rule waiving the threshold for Maori political parties and the increase in the 

threshold from 4 to 5 percent.,,73 

In what appears to be almost an aside, the threshold was raised without further 

mention in the Select Committee's Report, and with little debate in parliament on the 

reading of the Electoral Reform Bill. The threshold was increased to supposedly 

further the Royal Commission's interest in stopping the proliferation of small parties 

7<Yrhe waiver of the threshold for parties representing Maori interests was intended to provide 
further incentives for other parties to take account of Maori concerns. However, as the 
threshold would only be of importance to small parties, the Royal Commission did not 
necessarily have Labour or National in mind when considering this. 

7 1 Electoral Law Committee, 1993, para. 2.1.9, p.6. 

72NZPD (1993) vo1.537, 3 August, pp.17085-86. The Royal Commission also suggested that this 
waiver of the threshold "could be extended to parties representing other minority ethnic 
groups, such as Pacific Islanders" (1986, p.66, para.2.190). Of course, such a rule would create 
the same kinds of problems of definition and eligibility as a threshold waiver for Maori parties. 

73Electoral Law Committee, 1993, para. 2.4.4, p.8. 
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in parliament,74 despite the fact that the Royal Commission considered that 

emulating the 5% threshold that the German electoral system employed would be 

"too severe" on smaller parties, as a party would need almost 100 000 votes to gain 

one list seat.7S. 

The reason behind this increase in the threshold is not known. It should be 

noted that when parliament first examined the Royal Commission's work in 1988, 

the Electoral Law Committee concluded that if a change in the electoral system was 

made to MMP (their own preference was for S.M), then the threshold should be 

increased to 5%.76 In 1988, the justification for this was the concern expressed by the 

Committee about governmental stability under MMP, and particularly whether an 

increase in small parties in parliament meant that they could wield a disproportional 

level of power.77 In 1993, the Electoral Law Committee may have seen an increased 

threshold as a trade-off for a more "user-friendly" allocation formula (see above), for 

parties which gained an electorate seat but did not pass the threshold. In this case, it 

would still prove difficult for small parties to capture constituency seats, as it had 

under FPP, so the increase in the threshold was a fairly valuable bargain for the larger 

extant parties. Correspondence with MPs who sat on the Committee reveals that 

there was a common concern to counter the likely fragmentation of parties in 

parliament that might arise from MMP, as well as being influenced by the precedent 

of Germany's 5% threshold (known as the Sperrklausel, or 'barrier clause'),18 Despite 

74NZPD (1993) Vol. 537, 3 August, p.17087. 

75Report of the Royal Commission, 1986, para. 2.192, p.67. 

76Electoral Law Committee, 1988, pp. 15,20, paras. 4.3.10, 4.4.8. 

77The question of governmental stability dominated the Electoral Law Committee's list of 
concerns about MMP (1988, p.14, para.4.3.6), and probably turned them towards the less 
proportional option of SM. They placed particular importance on statements made by the 
Royal Commission which ascribed unstable governments under PR systems to "a low 
threshold of representation in the legislature ... "(p.15, para. 4.3.8). 

78The German example was the explanation for the increase from two of the Committee members 
(Tony Ryall MP, 1997, Letter to the author, 19 November; Hon. David Cay gill, 1997, Letter 
to the author, 24 November), although the latter pointed out that the Committee also followed 
Germany on the form of the ballot paper (in allowing two votes). Caygill also gave the reason 
that a higher threshold would limit fragmentation, and although the difference between 4% and 
5% seemed minimal, the Select Committee felt that it made sense to err on the side of a higher 
threshold. Another Committee member, Pete Hodgson MP, recalls suggesting the 5% threshold 
simply to ensure a higher threshold for parties. The Alliance agreed because it made it easier to 
hold their coalition of parties together, and Winston Peters was certainly not about to admit 
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miscalculation on the part of politicians which had led MMP to be largely foisted 

upon them by the voters, it is natural that MPs would try to make the best of the 

situation when they had the chance, and to protect their own parties' interests by 

raising the threshold. 

What difference does this threshold make to the proportionality of MMP? 

Clearly, in order to gain representation the effective threshold is five percent of the 

vote or one constituency seat. Even then, the transition from no representation to 

full representation may be considered too sudden and sharp, where a party with just 

below five percent does not win any seats, but a few more votes could spell a full 

compliment of seats,79 It could be reasonably predicted that once a party has been 

excluded by the threshold, it will find it difficult to surmount it at later elections. In 

Germany, the five percent threshold has at least contributed to a reduction in the 

number of parliamentary parties since the establishment of the current electoral 

system. Of all the electoral system components, the threshold stands as the most 

significant obstacle to full proportionality under MMP, which may mean that the 

electoral system will continue to actively reduce the number of parliamentary parties, 

albeit to a smaller degree than plurality. If the mechanical effect of the threshold and 

its accompanying psychological impediments acts to keep the number of parties in 

parliament low, then the possibility for single party majority or minimal-winning 

coalitions is enhanced. Manufactured majorities are not impossible under MMP if 

one party wins a near majority of the vote, and the threshold causes a high level of 

disproportionality by eliminating parties with close to five percent support. 

The Sum of the Parts 

Given the impact of the threshold on an otherwise proportional system, how many 

parties is the MMP electoral system in New Zealand likely to support in any 

permanent sense? In a comprehensive paper,80 Jack Nagel used both "institutional" 

(as a function of electoral rules) and "societal" (relating the party system to social 

that 5% would present him and his future party (New Zealand First) with a problem (1997, 
Letter to the author, 18 November). 

79Lijphart, 1994, p.149. 

80Jack Nagel (1994) How Many Parties will New Zealand have under MMP?, Political Science, 
vo1.46 no.2, December. 
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cleavages) models to calculate the expected number of parliamentary parties in New 

Zealand under MMP. As this chapter seeks to deal with the mechanical effects of the 

new electoral system, Nagel's work with societal models will be examined in the 

following chapter, while the focus for now will be on what he calls the "Institutional 

Carrying Capacity" of the electoral system. 81 

Nagel first attempted to discover the maximum number of parties possible 

under MMP, given the threshold of five percent or one constituency seat, and found 

that this could theoretically lead to 85 parties being represented in parliament. This 

would occur if every constituency seat was held by a representative of a different 

party (65 seats), and twenty other parties divided the list seats amongst themselves. 

This employs an "overhang" scenario, whereby the House would increase in size to 

185, if each party winning an electoral seat was not entitled to win any list seats. 

Even if one were to exclude the possibility of subthreshold constituency winners, the 

system would still have an upper limit of twenty parties with each winning exactly 

5% of the vote.82 

Although theoretically possible, these scenanos are highly improbable. 

Taagepera and Shugart found that the mechanical effect of electoral systems 

identified by Duverger can be estimated by means of a quantitative model. 83 Their 

model predicts the effective number of parties based on the "effective magnitude" 

and assembly size (S), as they recognised that the these institutional variables provide 

major structural constraints within which a country's politics must operate. Although 

we have already determined that the district magnitude for MMP in New Zealand is 

120 due to the compensatory nature of the system (which effectively treats all seats 

as part of a single nation-wide district), the effective magnitude (Meff) must take 

account of the 5% threshold (f).H4 

8IIbid., p.153. 

82Ibid., pp. 143-144. 

83Rein Taagepera & Matthew S. Shugart (1993) Predicting the Number of Parties: A Quantitative 
Model of Duverger's Mechanical Effect, American Political Science Review, vol.87 no.2. 

84Thus Taagepera and Shugart's formula for the effective number of parliamentary parties (Neff) 

is: 

Neff == .85(S*Meff)3/16 { where Meff = (75 %IT) -1 } 
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Using this institutional model, Nagel calculated that the effective number of 

parliamentary parties in New Zealand should equal 3.42.85 This corresponds to a 

simple count of between 4 and 10 parties, although Nagel notes that the upper end 

of this range is improbable, as nine parties would have close to a minimum of six 

seats each while one large party holds an absolute majority. Thus he assumed that the 

logical upper limits established by formal rules exceed the practical carrying capacity 

of an electoral system, and so he reduces the range to a party system of four to eight 

parties, with a median of around six.86 

A look back through the previous chapters will show that the only time the 

effective number of parliamentary parties reached a similar level was in 1928, when 

the Neff of 3.44 saw four parties being represented in parliament. 87 Alternatively, in 

Chapter Five we saw that four parties were elected to parliament in 1993 with an 

effective number of parties of 2.16. In other words, it appears that the introduction 

of MMP may not drastically increase the actual number of parties in parliament, but 

will make it more likely that these parties are represented in greater proportion, as 

they were in 1928.88 

If this is so, then the implications for single party majority governments are 

clear. While the simple plurality electoral system near-guaranteed a parliamentary 

majority government for one of the major parties, it did this disproportionally, at the 

expense of the other major party and particularly any third or minor parties. Because 

MMP should represent most parties in reasonable proportion to their share of the 

vote, and given that no party has gained an electoral majority since 1951, it is much 

less likely that any single party will hold a parliamentary majority. However, the 

mechanical effect of the electoral system has merely shifted from a distortive to a 

reflective one. Whether this will also entail a reduction in governmental stability is 

actually not a question which can be solely determined by the perfunctory outputs of 

an electoral system. 

which has empirical support from data gathered for 21 democracies {Ibid., p.459; Lijphart, 
1994, pp. 182-183. 

85Nagel, 1994, p.144-145. 

86Ibid., pp. 145, 153. 

87United, Reform, Labour, and the Country Party. 

88Although as the Country Party had only one seat, there were effectively three larger parties. 
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Nevertheless, an examination of the components of an electoral system can 

tell us what the likely mechanical effect will be on the outcome most proximate to 

the electoral system, the party system. In fact, if Taagepera and Shugart's formula is 

used to deduce the likely effective number of parties under the previous electoral 

system of plurality, the result is 2.01 (to two decimal places), which provides for a 

range of two to seven parties in parliament (although once again the upper level of 

this range is somewhat improbable).89 We know from Chapter Five that two parties 

did dominate New Zealand politics for some time under plurality, and in fact the 

average effective number of parliamentary parties over twenty elections from 1935-

1993 equals 1.97. This not only provides empirical foundation for Taagepera and 

Shugart's formula, lending weight to the prediction it provides for the number of 

parties under MMP, but it also suggests that the lower end of the range which such 

figures allow for may be more applicable in New Zealand's situation. 

Despite the apparent success of this formula in measuring the mechanical 

effects of the institutional variable of the electoral system, Nagel neglected to 

account for that other effect which Duverger hypothesised would have an effect on 

the party system; namely the psychological effects which an electoral system affords. 

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL EFFECTS OF MMP 

Psychological effects under plurality 

The psychological effects of the simple plurality electoral system propounded by 

Duverger help to explain his theory that such electoral systems spawn two party 

systems. With single member districts, party competition becomes polarised due to 

mechanical factors which discriminate against the efforts of third parties across 

electorates. According to Duverger, this is followed by psychological factors which 

reinforce the pattern of two party polarisation, as minor party voters realise that their 

votes are essentially wasted at the constituency level, and support for other electoral 

parties declines. Such psychological factors also affect the decisions of party 

89This calculation used 99 as the assembly size (from the 1993 election), and employed a 
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supporters and candidates on whether to continue contesting elections, in what 

essentially amounts to a self-fulfilling prophesy. 

The logical corollary of these psychological factors which emanate from the 

mechanical workings of FPP is that voters will indulge in what Downs has termed 

"sophisticated" voting. For if the race is close between the two major parties in a 

single member district, then Downs would expect third party supporters to be more 

likely to desert their party at the polls, to ensure that their least favoured candidate is 

beaten. In an essentially negative move, the voter takes account of the anticipated 

votes of others and then votes so as to bring about the best realisable outcome for 

him/herself, regardless of whether or not the vote is sincere. 

The so-called psychological effect has also spawned its share of research, with 

divergent conclusions. \V Phillips Shively analysed vote changes between successive 

elections for the British Liberals, and concluded that although there was a 

measurable psychological factor it was so weak that it was swamped by other factors 

affecting electoral change.9° Following up on this, Duff Spafford chose to 

discriminate between districts where third party voters would realise that switching to 

the perceived lesser evil of one of the two main parties could affect the outcome, and 

those where the gap between the two major party votes was too great for extra votes 

to matter. With this test, Spafford found a highly significant psychological effect, 

which manifested itself through a high degree of 'strategic voting'Yl 

As we saw in Chapter Five, there are indications that this type of 

sophisticated voting may have occurred in New Zealand, but there has also been an 

opposite tendency for people to vote for minor parties as a "protest" vote. It has 

been proposed that much support for third parties came from people who knew that 

their vote was unlikely to elect that party to parliament, nor cause a major party to be 

without a majority in the House, because this was effectively guaranteed through the 

workings of the electoral system. However, a high level of voting support for such 

minor parties did serve as a warning to the major parties to realign. This was 

particularly the case if the parties in question were splinter parties, although it is also 

magnitude of I. 

'J°W. Phillips Shively (1970) The Elusive 'Psychological Factor': A Test for the Impact of 
Electoral Systems on Voters' Behaviour, Comparative Politics, vol.3 no. I , October, p.12l. 

'J 1 Duff Spafford (1972) Electoral Systems alld Voters' Behaviour, Comparative Politics, vol.5 
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thought that much of Social Credit's support came from protest votes, as it 

positioned itself in the centre so as to collect votes from those dissatisfied with both 

major parties. 

Psychological Effects of PR 

According to Duverger, the adoption of PR arrests the spiral of minor party under

representation by a two-fold process of "depolarisation", which begins with the 

mechanical effect of greater proportionality. In the first election under PR the 

representation of the minor parties is immediately enhanced, since, by definition, 

they are no longer "under-represented". In subsequent elections the minor parties 

attract more votes because electors become encouraged that these parties are not 

heading for extinction. Thus as a general conclusion it could be said that more parties 

can be expected to emerge under J\1MP, given a shift in the psychological condition 

of voters and politicians following demonstration of the less distortive mechanical 

effects of the new system. It has been predicted that MMP will hasten the process of 

realignment as parties and individuals seek to redefine their political philosophies in 

light of the new political environment, and that this may mean factions within the 

existing major parties become more formalised as separate parties.92 

However, the nature of the ballot structure and threshold under MMP still 

gives room for further psychological calculations to influence the voter's choice. The 

existence of two votes, a party vote and a constituency vote, allows for "split-ticket 

voting", whereby a voter may opt for a constituency candidate from one party while 

giving their party vote to a different home. This extra flexibility allows a popular 

constituency candidate to be endorsed by supporters from other parties (a "personal 

split-ticket"), or just as under FPP, a "tactical split-ticket" may occur where voters 

transfer their electorate vote to another party's candidate who has the best chance of 

defeating a sitting MP.93 At the same time this does not compromise the opportunity 

for minor parties to gain representation even if they have no chance at the 

no. 1, October, p.134. 

92Alan McRobie (1995) The Electoral System, in Philip A. Joseph (ed.) Essays on the 
Constitution, Brooker'S, Wellington, p.339. 

93Nigel Roberts, Associate Professor in Politics at Victoria University of Wellington, quoted in 
New Zealand Herald, 24 July 1996. 
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constituency level, due to the primacy of the party vote in determining the 

composition of the House. 

This may also mean an increase in the number of parties represented in the 

House, as minor party supporters no longer have to employ sophisticated voting so 

that their vote has some influence. Nor does their preferred minor party have to win 

in single member districts in order to enter parliament, for if the party of choice gains 

over 5% of the vote then they will gain proportional representation. However, if 

votes for minor parties in the past are attributable to "protest" voting, then the 

change to PR may see the ultimate test of this theory regarding minor party support 

in New Zealand. Alternatively, the role of the minor parties will need to become 

more constructive, as under plurality they could criticise the government from the 

sidelines, while under MMP they are not only more likely to win representation in 

parliament, but they may also be required to participate in government at some stage. 

The overall pre-eminence of the party vote preserves the MMP ballot as 

categorical, despite the possibility that the twin votes may have the effect of further 

increasing the number of parliamentary parties. A split-ticket vote may have a 

fractionalising effect if it allows a minor party constituency candidate to be elected, 

when they would not have been elected otherwise because their party would not 

have surpassed the 5% threshold. If this party then has some minimum number of 

votes, then other MPs can then be elected off the list in proportion to the party's 

share of the vote, even if this is below 5%. 

Some people may even employ this circumvention of the threshold for 

strategic purposes which go wider than the electorate, in order to elect a minor party 

which will be a willing coalition partner for the voters' preferred party. These kinds 

of considerations come to light once voters and politicians realise that the 

mechanical effects of the new electoral system do not extend to manufacturing 

majorities for a single party. However, as minor party candidates are still less likely to 

be elected as constituency MPs from single member districts, a more common form 

of tactical voting would be to vote for the most preferred major party in the 

constituency vote, and then help the preferred coalition partner through on the party 

vote. This works best if it is assumed that the major party is unlikely to get many 

more list seats than their constituency seats, and may be even more effective if party 

votes are diverted to the extent that the number of constituency seats won exceeds 
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the entitlement due to that party from their total party vote. This produces an 

"overhang", where the party in question is able to keep its extra seats while the other 

parties still receive their entitlement. Although this increases the strength of an 

'overhang' party in parliament, which also influences its ability to form a government, 

the size of parliament itself is temporarily increased to incorporate the extra seats. 

Nevertheless, the diversion of party votes in this instance maximises the 

parliamentary strength of a likely governing combination. 

However, it could be hypothesised that the residual ability of major parties to 

win constituency seats leads towards a pattern of two dominant parties, as it also 

seems likely that minor parties in parliament will almost totally comprise of list MPs. 

In terms of tactical voting then, we would expect that major party supporters would 

only really give their list vote to a minor party if this was necessary to get it over 

threshold. If too much support is given to likely coalition partners through strategic 

voting, then it might take too much parliamentary leverage away from the major 

party expected to lead a coalition. 

In Germany, as voters also simultaneously cast one vote for a candidate in a 
single member district and another vote for a party list, we would similarly expect the 

two major parties to get more constituency seats (where voting for small parties is 

'wasteful'). Stephen Fisher found that this was the case in every state in every election 

from 1961-72, as all single member district seats were won by either the CDU / CSU 

(Christian Democrats) or the SPD(Social Democrats).94 By examining the ballot 

papers of voters who had given their list vote to the Free Democrats, Fisher found 

that this minor party lost between 13 and 38 percent of their supporters to the major 

parties in the single member district vote. At most, 7 percent of voters whose list 

vote went to a major party failed to support that party's candidate in the district 

race.95 Because of voters' unwillingness to support the third party's candidates in the 

single member districts, Fisher concluded that there was strong support for the 

existence of a reverse psychological effect in Germany, as smaller parties find it very 

94Stephen L. Fisher (1973) The Wasted Vote Thesis: West German Evidence, Comparative 
~,vol.5 no.2, January, p.295. 

95 Alternatively, there is at least some anecdotal evidence that the Free Democrats have benefited 
substantially from their appeal to major party voters to give them their party votes, such that 
they have been somewhat sarcastically labelled the "party of second choice"(Lijphart, 1994, 
p.120). 
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difficult to offset completely the idea that to vote for a minor party is to throw one's 

vote away.96 

Thus the conclusion which has circulated for some time is that although the 

German l\1MP electoral system is very proportional overall, the existence of single

member districts exerts a strong defractionalising effect on the number of 

parliamentary parties.97 Duverger himself adds that the first (electorate) vote 

influences German voters on how to cast their second vote(party list),98 although it 

must be pointed out that this ballot order is reversed for l\1MP in New Zealand. In 

addition, the system's high degree of proportionality99 would seem at odds with the 

existence of the five percent threshold, in that this may prove to be significant 

enough for minor parties that they do not attempt to contest elections. Indeed, as 

Gallagher shows, over three German elections an average of 1.3% of votes were cast 

for parties which did not attain the threshold,lOo while in Germany's most recent 

election in October 1994, votes for subthreshold parties totalled four percent. This 

serves as a reminder that the effect of the electoral system on the number of electoral 

parties derive from its psychological effects on the voter. For these reasons, Sartori 

describes the German electoral system as belonging to a mixed class of "strong

feeble" electoral systems in its effect on party systems. lOl As Taagepera and Shugart 

point out, at 2.5 effective electoral parties, the German party system tends to mimic 

those of single member district systems.102 Only six parties have won seats in the 

Bundestag from 1980 to 1993, whereas over the same period under FPP, five parties 

have gained representation in New Zealand. 

96Fisher, 1973, p.299. 

97Rae, 1967, p.112. 

98Duverger, 1986, p.n. 

990ver a range of various indices of disproportionality (including the Least Squares Index used in 
this thesis), the electoral system of West Germany rates as the most proportional of 23 
countries from 1979-1989 (Gallagher, 1991, p.46, Table 4). 

IOOGallagher, 1991, p.49. 

IOISartori, 1968, pp. 278-279. 

I02Taagepera & Shugart, 1989, p.231. 
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It could be argued that such "psychological" theories regarding electoral systems 

have been maintained because they derive from a more basic assumption, deeply 

rooted in political science- that political behaviour is intended to rationally maximise 

some benefits for the actor. The idea is expressed characteristically in a view of the 

political process, in which everything is directed towards "outputs" of the political 

system. Political scientists have been generally unable to accept the idea that a 

political act may be an end in itself, and an internally rewarding one, as support for 

minor parties in New Zealand under FPP shows. Against this, the success of tactical 

and strategic voting relies on the assumption that enough voters will think to act in 

the same way, which requires them to maximise their expected utility according to 

the same schedule of preference rankings. In any case, under MMP the opportunity 

to divide one's mandate under the twin ballot may be ignored by some voters, as the 

strength of party identification ingrained over years of simple plurality elections may 

make it cognitively dissonant to give votes to more than one party. 103 

It is also worth remembering that psychological effects usually occur over 

time, so that voters and politicians may take several elections under MMP to realise 

the possibilities for minor parties and tactical voting. However, as we saw earlier in 

this chapter, New Zealand's adoption of a new electoral system came in a different 

era and in a different manner to most shifts from plurality to PRo The recency of this 

change meant that there were many overseas examples of long-lived PR systems 

from which experience and knowledge could be drawn. The public, and relatively 

civilised, debate-like nature of this constitutional change meant that politicians and 

citizens alike were reasonably well briefed on the mechanical implications of the new 

electoral system. The temporal period during which the electoral system was 

challenged and then changed also gave time to consider the psychological and tactical 

considerations of this shift in the way representatives are elected. 

I03However, under conditions of dealignment there may be more incentive to split vote, as splinter 
parties will seek to pull major parties back to their position in a governing arrangement. If this 
situation persists, voters may look for governments of a certain "flavour" (eg. centre-left, 
centre-right) rather than one comprised of a single party. For example, the author hypothesises 
that the vote for ACT in the first MMP election in 1996 was largely made up of people who 
wished to see the formation of a centre-right government led by National (see Chapter Ten of 
this thesis). 
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CONCLUSIONS 

In a comparative sense, New Zealand's shift from a plurality system to a proportional 

one stands as a counter-example to the relative stability of electoral systems. This is 

not only due to the fundamental nature of the change, but also to the way in which 

that change occurred, in the absence of war or revolution. Neither was change 

sought or granted as a compromise for the expression of a rising social cleavage or 

existing multiple cleavages, as was the situation upon which much of the traditional 

electoral systems literature is based. 

Instead, the long term causes of electoral reform were the extreme two party 

de alignment and the increasing lack of government accountability to voters described 

in the previous chapter. The movement for a change of electoral system merely 

provided a safety valve for the pressure that these long term forces had accumulated 

behind them, and the catalyst for this release derived from elements of political 

miscalculation and the dynamics of two party competition. In addition, the use of 

referenda for such change served to divorce politicians from the actual decision, 

although they ultimately shaped the conditions. 

Given the relative uniqueness of the manner in which New Zealand changed 

its electoral system from plurality to PR, it is possible that the generalisations which 

comprise the classic theory, garnered from such change .elsewhere, may have less 

power in predicting the impact on New Zealand's party system and governmental 

stability. As the field of comparative electoral systems research has moved away from 

such general theories and towards more specific formulations, the approach adopted 

here has been to examine the individual mechanical components of the new system 

using the recent literature that exists on this topic, to ascertain how proportional 

MMP will be. Proportionality is a measurable output of electoral systems, and helps 

us to deduce what basic effects a change to MMP will have on the number and 

weighting of parties represented, as well as the likelihood of manufactured majorities. 

Having examined the probable effects of the ballot structure, district 

magnitude, and electoral formula, it was found that although MMP contains single

member districts, the primacy of an upper tier of list seats in reflecting party support 

ensures that the system should be highly proportional. This effect is great enough to 
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overshadow problems of malapportionment, and is consolidated by an increase in 

the size of the assembly. Thus we would expect a large initial increase in the number 

of electoral parties, in anticipation that the new electoral system would offer smaller 

parties fairer representation. However, the existence of a 5% threshold provides the 

most significant barrier to full proportionality under MMP. Following an election 

under MMP, in which many of these parties fail to gain representation due to the five 

percent/ one seat threshold, such mechanical effects might be expected to spawn a 

reverse psychological effect pegging back the number of electoral parties. As noted 

in Chapter One, Lijphart found that the 'effective threshold' of representation, 

incorporating mechanical and psychological effects, is the best explanatory variable 

for the effect of the electoral system on the party system. 

The number of parties mechanically and practically allowable by the electoral 

system may not be excessive in ranging from four to eight, but unless current voting 

patterns change, the proportionality of their representation in the House under MMP 

almost banishes the chances that any single party will have a majority. This will 

require parties to form legislative or governing coalitions, which may open up a 

greater possibility of governmental instability. However, beyond this point the 

chances for stability may be determined less by the electoral system and more by the 

behaviour of parties in government. 

Under plurality, voters may have tactically desisted from voting for minor 

parties for obvious psychological reasons emanating from the mechanical 

disproportionality of the electoral system. Apart from the threshold, the mechanical 

effects of MMP provide more favourable conditions for minor parties, to which the 

psychological response should be an increase in the support for minor parties as 

Duverger hypothesised. In addition, the dual ballot may open up even more 

opportunities for strategic voting, and the most important effect of this could be that 

voters will attempt to vote for the governing partnership that they most desire. 

Although risky behaviour, this reveals an opportunity for New Zealanders to 

continue to vote for a government above electing a parliament, as they did under 

FPP. 

However, the experience of a similar electoral system operating in Germany 

is that the psychological effects of MMP resemble those of a single member district 

system, while as we have seen, the mechanical effect is that of a high magnitude 
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system of PR. The result of this process in Germany has been the minimisation of 

fractionalisation to a two and a half party system. However, as it was emphasised at 

the beginning of this chapter, the circumstances of New Zealand's change of 

electoral system differs markedly from the experience of most countries, including 

Germany. Similarly, the low number of parties and stability of Germany cannot be 

attributed entirely to the effects of the institutional tool that is the electoral system, 

without taking into account the effect of sociological factors which are unique to 

individual country cases. Thus although comparative experience and accumulated 

theory may point to several likely scenarios under MMP, the actual move from the 

theoretical to the practical application of the new electoral system will undoubtedly 

bear its own uniquely New Zealand features. 



CHAPTER SEVEN 

Between Electoral Systems 1993-1996 

So far this thesis has examined the effect of the plurality electoral system upon the 

party system and governmental stability in New Zealand up to 1993. Although the 

1993 election was still decided by the rules of a simple plurality system, the 

simultaneous referendum result in favour of MMP created the unique possibility that 

the last parliament elected under FPP would comprise a chrysalis stage for the shift 

to MMP. The first half of this chapter examines what changes took place in the party 

system immediately prior to the first MMP election, to determine how it was affected 

by the inevitability of this change of electoral system. Initially the focus will be on the 

parliamentary party system, taking into account short term pressures for change, 

before examining the pre-emptive effects of the shift to MMP on the wider electoral 

party system. This section will conclude with an examination of the non-institutional 

factors which are likely to exert an influence on the shape of the party system, 

operating to some degree of independence from the electoral system. In the final part 

of the chapter, the effects of the transition on the party system will be related to an 

investigation of government duration, type and termination for this period, to assess 

whether the experience of the 1993-1996 parliament offers an accurate guide to likely 

outcomes for stability under MMP. 

283 
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THE EVOLVIN G PARTY SYSTEM 

The 1993 Election Result 

The results of the 1993 election brought four parties into parliament for the first time 

since 1935,2 even though two of these parties were not represented to any reasonable 

degree of proportionality (see Figure 7.1 below). Although 95 out of 99 seats were 

still held by both major parties, the election of four parties to parliament under FPP, 

and more importandy the level of support they received, suggested that a multiparty 

system had already begun to develop. National and Labour together collected less 

than 70% of the vote (35.1 % and 34.7% respectively), and National's slim majority 

of one put the classic definition of the two party system under strain. The 

implications of this close election result for stability are detailed in the second part of 

this chapter. 

Figure 7.1: Party distribution of seats: 29 November 1993 

Labour 

45 

Alliance 

2 

NZ First 

2 

National 

50 

\~ith the simultaneous endorsement of :i\I1IP in 1993, and given the extended public 

debate over plurality versus proportional electoral systems in the run-up to the 

election, many people were fully cognisant that the mechanical effect of M.iYIP would 

equate to much fairer representation for smaller parties than under the previous 

system. After hours of debate in the House and in Select Committee hearings on the 

2At this election four political parties were represented in parliament (United, Reform, Labour, 
Country), although the first two had effec tively merged and there were still several 
Independent MPs. 
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question of a change of electoral system, no single group of people were influenced 

more by such considerations than Members of Parliament themselves. 

The Fractionalisation of the Parliamentary Parties 

The breaking-away of MPs from their parent parties while in parliament is nothing 

new in New Zealand politics, having occurred since parties were first established. 

From 1978 to 1993 a total of eleven MPs left their parties to form new parties or 

stand as independents,2 although this represented an increase in numbers when 

compared to previous periods.3 Much of this is probably attributable to the 

dealignment which both major parties faced as they moved away from their 

traditional policy lines and support bases, as argued in Chapter Five. This is certainly 

a plausible justification for the actions of the five MPs who jumped ship in the two 

parliamentary sessions prior to the 1993 election, although personality factors are 

also involved with what were presented as matters of principle. 

In any case, as a result of these defections there were four parties represented 

in parliament by the end of the 1990-1993 session. The election in 1993 not only 

stands as significant for electing four parties to parliament, but also for increasing the 

chances of survival for MPs who chose to leave their party. Of the eleven who left 

their parties since 1978, only two (Anderton and Peters) were re-elected due to a 

large personal following in their electorates, but this also represented a break from a 

long-standing pattern of punishing 'splitters' at the ballot box. Once it could be safely 

assumed that the next election would be held under MMP rules given the 1993 

referendum result, a significant number of MPs broke away from their established 

parties in an attempt to capitalise on the 'niche-marketing' opportunity for new 

2These were Gavin Downie(1978), John O'Brien(1978), Matiu Rata(1980), Mel Courtney(1981), 
John Kirk(l983), Brian MacDonnel1(1984), Jim Anderton(1989), Gilbert Myles(1991), 
Hamish MacIntyre(1991), Cam Campion(1993), and Winston Peters(l993). Myles and 
MacIntyre were new MPs in the huge National caucus of 1990, which consequently proved 
difficult to discipline. Some of the MPs listed above were either beaten by another candidate 
from their party in the selection process or were in imminent danger of not being re-selected, 
but by standing as an independent at the election, incumbent MPs qualified for an extra three 
months' salary. 

3From 1943-1978, only two MPs resigned from either National or Labour and stood as 
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political parties which the benevolent mechanical effects of the new system seemed 

to present. 

\Vith disastrous poll ratings following a bitter leadership change after the election in 

December 1993, and beaten into a distant third place behind the Alliance in the 

Selwyn by-election of 13 August 1994, Labour Party leader Helen Clark called on 

dissident Labour MPs to leave the party sooner rather then later.4 This remark 

echoed a similar invitation from the National Prime Minister Jim Bolger to his own 

caucus earlier in that year. From Labour's perspective, the party had to present itself 

as united to voters by the time of the first MMP election if it wanted to stave off the 

challenge from the Alliance to be the major party on the left of the political 

spectrum, and therefore the major party in a coalition government of that stripe. 

Conversely, on National's side there seemed to be no potential coalition partners 

available to allow National to remain in government after the next election, given the 

large amount of personal animosity that existed between MPs from that party and 

New Zealand First's leader Winston Peters. 

Behind the thinking of many MPs at this stage was the potential importance 

of the two votes under MMP. An extensive survey conducted during the last few 

days leading up to the 1993 election by Nigel Roberts and Stephen Levine revealed 

that many New Zealanders would split their votes between two different parties once 

they were given the opportunity to do so. It appeared that one in three respondents 

were going to discriminate between the party they wanted to govern the country, and 

the parliamentary candidate they thought was best suited to represent their 

community in the House.s 

As these sorts of indications came to light in the aftermath of the MMP /FPP 

debate, the parties themselves began to discuss options for split-ticket voting. In 

particular, several National MPs suggested early on that by splitting the party into a 

list and constituency party, National could maximise its support in the House under 

Independents: Frank Langstone(l949) from Labour, and William Sheat(l954) from National 
(G. Anthony Wood { 1996} Ministers and Members in the New Zealand Parliament, Second 
edition, University of Otago Press, Dunedin, Appendix 5, p.117). 

4New Zealand Herald, 15 August 1994, p.l. In the Selwyn by-election National won with 42.2% 
of the vote, Alliance came second with 40.5%, while Labour managed only 10.3%. 
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MMP in the absence of ready coalition partners. This idea was made more attractive 

by the likelihood that National would win a large number of constituency seats, and 

therefore would ge t few seats off their party list. \Vhile the idea was dismissed by the 

party hierarchy,7 for fear of a cynical reaction from the voting public, National 

backbench NIP Ross Meurant saw enough merit in the concept to resign from the 

party and set up his own Right of Centre Party (ROC) on September 11 1994.8 

Given the National government's one seat majority, the formation of this 

new party would appear to have a potentially destabilising effect on parliament (see 

Figure 7.2 below). However, Meurant promised to support the Government on votes 

of confidence and supply, in return for his retention as Parliamentary Under

Secretary for Agriculture and Forestry. While not a Cabinet Minister, by remaining a 

member of the executive, ROC had technically formed a coalition majority 

government with Nationa1.9 At the same time, the intention of ROC was to present 

itself as a natural and stable coalition partner for National, appealing for party list 

votes particularly in rural electorates where National was likely to "vin the 

constituency seat. 

Figure 7.2: Party distribution of seats: 11 September 1994 

Labour 
45 

NZ First 

Alliance 2 ROC 

2 

6Christchurch Press , 17 December 1993, p. ll. 

7New Zealand Herald, 14 July 1994, p.3. 

8New Zealand Herald , 12 September 1994, pp.l , 5. 

9The Dominion, 12 September 1994. 

National 
49 
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However, given the similar electoral system adopted, other NIPs who projected their 

knowledge of the German party system onto the New Zealand situation were 

especially interested in forming a moderate centre party. In Germany the Free 

Democrats have fulfilled this role, and in doing so have been part of almost every 

government since the last world war, due to their positional ability to align with 

either of the two major parties (CDU / CSU and the SPD).1O The first attempt to 

form such a centre party came when Peter Dunne left the Labour caucus on October 

12 1994, and formed the Future New Zealand party on 16 November 1994. 11 (see 

Figure 7.3 below). 

Figure 7.3: Party distribution of seats: 

12 October 116 November 1994 

Labour 
44 

Independent/Future 
NZ First NZ 

ROC 

National 
49 

Peter Dunne's departure from Labour actually appeared to be of some relief to the 

Labour caucus, as he had continually sniped at leader Helen Clark's attempts to 

redefine the party on the centre-left after 1993. This was an indication of the kind of 

artificial groupings that FPP and the two party system had produced, and that the 

psychological effects of MMP were beginning to have a fractionalising effect even 

before the mechanical effects were confirmed at the first election. It was inevitable 

that people would attempt to create 'niche' parties as the aggregative capacity of the 

two major parties broke down with the deregulation of their duopoly. Future New 

IOThe FDP coalesced with the CDU/CSU from 1949-66, were shut out of a grand coalition 
between the two major parties from 1966-69. and then shared government with the SPD from 
1969-1982. Since that time the Free Democrats have governed with the Christian Democrats . 
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Zealand was no exception, as it unashamedly pitched itself as a 'boutique' party for 

middle class urban voters, while at the same time favouring coalition with National. 

Dunne's move from Labour to independent status and then his own party 

actually had a stabilising effect on the government, when he pledged to support it on 

confidence and supply issues. Although National and ROC held a majority of 50, 

Dunne's vote would offset that of maverick National MP Michael Laws on some 

issues, to give the government a two vote buffer if Laws crossed the floor. Like the 

formation of ROC (where Meurant had informed Bolger of his intentions some time 

beforehand) the emergence of the new party came as no real surprise, with Dunne 

indicating in August 1994 that he would be interested in talking to the prime minister 

to try and reach an "understanding" so that he could still govern.12 

In the "new environment" that was emerging, many other MPs were the 

subject of speculation on whether they would leave their parties to join or form new 

parties.13 One of those predicted to bolt was Graeme Lee, a National MP who had 

long mused on the establishment of a Christian party. There was already such a party 

in existence, Christian Heritage, which had gained 2% of the vote in the 1993 

election. Despite failed attempts to reach some arrangement with that party so that 

they would not split each others' vote, Lee officially launched the Christian 

Democrats on 9 May 1995.14 The party's economic policies differed very little from 

those of National, but it took a much more conservative stance on moral issues such 

as abortion, homosexuality, drug and alcohol abuse, gambling, pornography and law 

and order. Given the similarities in their manifestos, it was probably inevitable that 

the two Christian parties should join in an electoral accommodation, which they 

eventually did after eighteen months of on-again off-again talks. IS This was a clear 

example of the reverse psychological impact of the 5% threshold under MMP, as it 

llNew Zealand Herald, 13 October 1994, pp.l, 3; New Zealand Herald, 17 November 1994, p.5. 

12New Zealand Herald, 15 August 1994, p.3; New Zealand Herald, 1 October 1994, p.2. 

13 Apart from those MPs mentioned so far, others who were thought liable to jump ship included 
Michael Laws, Rob Storey, Graeme Lee, Peter Hilt, Christine Fletcher, John Robertson, and 
Peter McCardle from National; with Mike Moore, Margaret Austin, Jack Elder, and George 
Hawkins from Labour also the subject of such speculation. This chapter will show that this 
prophesy was fulfilled for some of these MPs and not for others. 

14New Zealand Herald, 10 May 1995, pp.l, 5. 

15New Zealand Herald, 30 March 1996. 
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actually reduced the nun1ber of contestants in the comIng election by forcing an 

accommodation between two parties unlikely to make 5% on their own. 

The formation of the Christian Democrats also had repercussions on the 

make-up of parliament (see Figure 7.4 below). The National-ROC majority coalition 

of 50 had now become a minority coalition of 49 with the departure of Graeme Lee 

from NationaL However, Lee also pledged to support the Government on matters of 

confidence and money supply under an agreement reached with the National party 

prior to the launch of the new party.1G In fact, it had been known for some time that 

Lee planned to leave and establish a new Christian party, and it had also been 

prefaced by an announcement of intention more than two months before the party 

was officially launched. 17 

Figure 7.4: Party distribution of seats: 9 May 1995 

Labour 
44 

NZ First Future NZ 
2 1 Christian 

ROC Democrat 
1 

National 
48 

In the run-up to the next election the Christian Democrats, and then the Christian 

Coalition, clearly positioned themselves as another ideal coalition partner for 

National, while seeking to justify their separate existence along the social 

conservative dimension. To this end the Christian Coalition announced that 

concessions on pro-life and pro-family policies would be the price of their support in 

16New Zealand Herald, 10 May 1995, p.l. It had been widely speculated that this agreement 
would actually entail a formal coalition, involving a re-promotion of Lee back into the 
executive, to form the third component of a three party coalition government (New Zealand 
Herald , 8 May 1995, pA). However, as it was announced, the role of the Christian Democrats 
in this relationship was clearly that of a supporting non-government party. 

17Christchurch Press. 25 January 1995: New Zealand Herald, 28 April 1995. From late 1994 it had 
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a future government partnership with National. However, the Impact of such 

agreements would be slight upon the governmental programme of the National 

party, as these issues would be normally subject to 'conscience votes' in parliament, 

where MPs are released from the party whip and are free to vote according to their 

own conscience. 18 However, National itself comprises a coalition of social liberals 

and conservatives, and any coalition with moral-conservative parties such as the 

Christian Coalition may have damaged that party's support from the urban liberal 

wlng. 

Meanwhile, National's own caucus continued to disintegrate as MPs 

attempted to find a more powerful position under the new electoral rules. Trevor 

Rogers surprised his National party colleagues by leaving the party to join Ross 

Meurant in ROC on 8 June 1995 (see Figure 7.5 below). 

Figure 7.5: Party distribution of seats: 8 June 1995 
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Outwardly the effect of this was minimal, as the National-ROC coalition still 

comprised 49, and was thus still a minority government relying upon support from 

the sole Christian Democrat lVIP. Despite continuing to guarantee their support on 

matters of confidence,19 with the addition of Rogers ROC were more reluctant to 

been rumoured that Lee would establish his own party, whose original name was to be the 
'United Progressives'. 

18Such votes have been employed in the past on Bills relating to moral issues such as abortion, 
adoption information, and homosexual law reform. 

19The arrangement between National and Meurant was simply extended to include Rogers (New 
Zealand Herald, 10 June 1995 , p.5) . 
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support such government initiatives as the deregulation of the postal system, and the 

proposal to split the Electricity Corporation into two competing state companies.20 

However, this move was overshadowed in the same month by the surprise 

formation of the United Party, which comprised seven MPs and constituted the third 

largest party in parliament.21 With MPs from both National (Bruce Cliffe, Pauline 

Gardiner, Peter Hilt, and John Robertson) and Labour (Margaret Austin, Clive 

Matthewson), as well as Peter Dunne (who had now abandoned his own Future New 

Zealand party),22 United could be seen as an expression of the ideological overlap 

between National and Labour that had been previously contained within the artificial 

boundaries of two party politics. However, the party's addition to the already 

cluttered centre ground of New Zealand politics was also artificial, in the sense that 

its policies were barely discernible from those of National, and it was essentially 

created to fulfil the much sought-after role of a balancing centre party. 

The party had no policy to begin with but pledged to represent "mainstream 

New Zealand" by judging each issue on a case-by-case basis. Perhaps most surprising 

was the fact that Bruce Cliffe had quit his Cabinet position as well, rather then 

retaining the position in an attempt to form a coalition between United and 

National.23 This was almost certainly motivated by a desire to be seen as separate 

from National, at least initially, in order to be perceived as a true centre party. Even 

the party's purple logo, as a mix of red and blue, was an attempt to define United as a 

centre party. At that stage, the party's leader Dr Matthewson reiterated that United 

was not interested in a coalition with National before the next election.24 

Despite this rupture which effectively left the new United party holding the 

balance of power, its bloc of seven MPs swiftly pledged their backing for the 

government on confidence motions. Apart from offering National a chance to satisfy 

it's own yearning for a viable coalition partner beyond the next election, United New 

20New Zealand Herald, 9 June 1995, p.l. 

21New Zealand Herald, 29 June 1995, p.l. 

22There was some speculation that Future New Zealand had been unable to attract the 500 
members necessary to register the party with the Electoral Commission, in order to be eligible 
for party list votes (New Zealand Herald, 17 November 1994, p.3). 

23New Zealand Herald, 29 June 1995, p.3. 

24New Zealand Herald, 30 June 1995, p.l. 
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Zealand also included two MPs who had peeled away from the right wIng of 

Labour's caucus. Paradoxically this meant that National would find it easier to 

shepherd its legislation through the House, given that the National-ROC minority 

coalition of 45 would be supported by eight other NIPs from United and the 

Christian Denl.ocrats (see Figure 7.6 below). 

Figure 7.6: Party distribution of seats: 28 June 1995 
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United 
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National 
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This position was to become even more important when the National-ROC minority 

coalition disbanded on 28 August 1995, following Meurant's refusal to resign from 

the directorship of the Russian-owned Vanuatu-based Prok bank. Citing a conflict of 

interest, the Prime Minister dismissed Meurant from the Undersecretary posts that he 

held, effectively terminating the coalition. 25 Although they still agreed to support the 

minority National government on matters of confidence, there were more problems 

for ROC. National had refused to make electoral accommodations with ROC earlier 

in that year,26 and despite a name change to the Conservatives in late 1995, the party 

was languishing beneath the margin of error in the opinion polls. Citing 

disagreements with the party's executive on political strategy and economic policy, 

Meurant left the party in February 1996. Despite several attempts to join the new 

political party ACT (Association of Consumers and Taxpayers) and provide it with a 

25New Zealand Herald , 29 August 1995, p.1. 

26New Zealand Herald, 18 January 1995. ROC initially aimed to contest list seats, but upon failing 
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NIember of Parliament,~7 NIeurant became an Independent NIP, fractionalising 

parliament even further (see Figure 7.7 below). As before however, the MP 

maintained his support for the government on crucial matters of supply and 

confidence. 

Figure 7.7: Party distribution of seats: February 1996 
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The Conservatives however, were not the only party finding the "new environment" 

tough going. Having made an entirely unimpressive impact on the polls since its 

formation, United had attempted a merger with ACT in order to improve the party's 

public standing, but talks with that party had broken down by mid-January 1996. 

Once again this was an attempt by two minor parties to overcome the electoral 

threshold by joining forces as one party. Internally divided over the ACT 

negotiations and in need of a new sense of direction, United (7 seats) agreed to form 

a majority coalition with National (43 seats) on 28 February 1996.28 By proving that 

they were a worthy coalition partner through the softening of some of National's 

27New Zealand Herald, 31 January 1996; New Zealand Herald, 1 February 1996. While Meurant 
was still in National in 1994 he stated that he was interested in standing for ACT, but the 
party's leader Sir Roger Douglas was not interested. The emergence of ACT will be discussed 
in more detail below. 

:?8New Zealand Herald, 29 February 1996, p.5. Peter Dunne has claimed that United were looking 
to make a deal with Labour to bring down the government and form an alternative 
administration, but Labour "didn't show any interest" (Boston et aI., 1996, p. 189). However, as 
Figure 7.7 shows, a coalition comprising Labour and United would have only amounted to 49 
seats out of 99, and would have required the support of another party before the National 
government could be brought down and the new government invested . If this offer did take 
place then it is likely that the need to bring in a third party, plus the proximity of a scheduled 
election, led to its rejection by Labour. 
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harder-edged policies, and by acting in the interests of stability, United hoped to 

boost its tiny public support. 

Nevertheless, they were trumped to some extent by the departure of MP 

Nuchael Laws from the National party and into the New Zealand First caucus on 6 

i'vIarch 1996, which placed the new coalition majority government into a minority 

situation after only seven days (see Figure 7.8 below). 

Figure 7.8: Party distribution of seats: 6 March 1996 
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The resignation of Laws, a long-time dissident, did not have the destabilising effect 

that it might appear to, as National had given up relying on his support some time 

before. 29 Although the coalition now held 49 seats out of 99, it could still rely on the 

unwavering support of Graeme Lee, and on Rogers and Meurant for confidence and 

supply votes. It had been no secret that :Nuchael Laws wished to leave National, as he 

had announced some time beforehand that he would not contest the next election 

under that party's banner. This late change was a sign that he appeared to be holding 

out for the decision of :NIike Moore, the ousted Labour leader, on whether he \vould 

form a new centre party. 

\Vhen it became apparent that Moore would at least be sticking with Labour 

for the 1996 election, two other waverers made their move. National NIP Peter 

:i\IcCardle and Labour 1[P Jack Elder both joined New Zealand First on 3 April 

29New Zealand Herald, 7 March 1996, p.5 . 
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1996,30 bringing that party's total number of seats in parliament up to five (see Figure 

7.9 below). 

Figure 7.9: Party distribution of seats: 3 April 1996 
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The government could now only rely on 41 MPs from National, 7 from United, and 

1 Christian Democrat. Initially the sole Conservative MP Trevor Rogers said that he 

would not guarantee the Government his vote on matters of confidence and supply, 

although his vote was assured for the tax cuts. Ross :NIeurant stated that he was 

generally in accordance with the economic thrust of the government, but he would 

not rule out voting against it on health or education measures, even if it became a 

confidence issue.31 

The balance of power was effectively held by these two MPs, as Labour, the 

Alliance and New Zealand First had 48 votes combined. However, this situation was 

short-lived, as on 29 April the new New Zealand First MP Michael Laws resigned 

from parliament after adn1itting that he had misled the House on the authorisation of 

a poll conducted in his electorate. 32 Under the Constitution Act 1986, a by-election 

did not need to be held if a general election is held within six months,33 so the Prime 

Minister decided to bring the date of the election forward to October to avoid a by-

30New Zealand Herald, 4 April 1996, p.l. 

31 Ibid., p.l. 

32The resignation became effective from midnight on the 29 April (New Zealand Herald, 1 May 
1996, p.l). 

33McRobi e, 1995, p.333. See section 17 (1) of the Constitution Act 1986. 
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election in H awkes Bay.34 This meant that for the remainder of the term parliament 

consisted of only 98 MPs. This eased tension somewhat by ensuring that a majority 

could not be formed against the government (see Figure 7.10 below).35 

Figure 7.10: Party distribution of seats: 29 April 1996 
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The result of the psychological factors implied by the onset of a more proportional 

electoral system was a much more fractionalised parliamentary party system than that 

which was elected in 1993. This is most clearly evidenced by a quick comparison of 

Figure 7.10 with Figure 7.1. This splintering is also confirmed by an analysis of the 

effective number of parliamentary parties before the 1996 contest. The increase from 

2.16 'effective' parliamentary parties (or four actual parties represented) in 1993, to 

2.80 effective parliamentary parties (or seven parties plus one independent 

represented in parliament) before the 1996 election, reveals the power of the 

psychological factors which Duverger hypothesised would emanate from a system of 

proportional representation. 

However, according to Duverger's theory presented in Chapter One, the 

psychological factors which encourage depolarisation of the party system \,\·i th a shift 

to PR will arise only when the mechanical effects of the system have been 

demonstrated. In other words, it should take a series of elections for voters and 

34McGee, 1994, p.2l. In tabling a document in the House which brings forward the date of the 
election, the Prime Minister requires a 75% majority of the House to rule that no vacancy 
needs to be filled before this time (Electoral Act 1993, sections 131 & 136). 

35That is , National, United, and the Christian Democrats had 49 MPs out of 98; and even with 
Meurant and the Conservatives on side, Labour, the Alliance and New Zealand First could not 
muster any more than 49 themselves. 
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politicians to realise that the new electoral system will enable fairer representation of 

small parties. Clearly, the New Zealand experience illustrates that such psychological 

factors may pre-empt demonstration of the mechanical effects. The chief reason for 

this was the high level of information available to actors on the likely effects of the 

new electoral system, and none were more aware of its implications, or more affected 

by it, than MPs themselves. This explains why the parliamentary party system 

fractured so much in the space of two years, while the effect of these pre-emptive 

psychological factors on those outside parliament will be examined when the 

fractionalisation of electoral parties is discussed below. 

Although Duverger hypothesised that the move to PR will encourage the 

fractionalisation of the party system from psychological factors which derive from 

the mechanical demonstration of greater proportionality, or at least the expectation 

of this outcome in New Zealand's case, the previous chapter indicates that 

proportionality under MMP may be limited. Chapter Six demonstrated that the 

mechanical factor most likely to upset the proportionality of election results under 

MMP is the five percent threshold. Therefore, while the beneficial conditions for 

small parties were foreshadowed by the splintering of the parliamentary party system, 

some parties were also wary of the hurdle that the threshold would present. 

Just as parties aggregate in an effort to become competitive under FPP, as the 

Alliance did, to a lesser degree a plurality-like reverse psychological effect was also 

acting to push the smaller parties together in the run-up to MMP. The joining 

together of the Christian Democrat and Christian Heritage parties into the Christian 

Coalition is a prime example. In addition, the submergence of Future New Zealand 

into United, and then the attempt by United and ACT to join forces, also illustrate 

concern that the threshold may prove a significant obstacle. Once past the threshold, 

any electoral accommodation may then be subject to pressures for its constituent 

elements to separate again, if they believe that they can win representation on their 

own. Therefore, at least for the parliamentary party system, a general liberating 

psychological effect is countered to some degree by a small coalescing effect working 

in the other direction. \Vhat both psychological effects have in common is their pre

emptive nature, arising before the electoral system had demonstrated its mechanical 

effects. It is only once these effects are established through repeated observations of 



Chapter Seven 299 

electoral results under MMP, that any firm conclusions can be drawn as to what the 

normative psychological effect of the electoral system on the party system will be. 

Short term pressures for parliamentary fractionalisation 

MPs did not have to wait until the first MMP election for all of the mechanical 

effects to present themselves. In a unique situation, the move to M:i\t1.P required that 

99 constituency seats be reduced to 65 single member electorates, to allow for a 

further 55 lists seats. Once the 1993 referendum had found in favour of MMP, 

incumbent politicians knew that the squeeze might be on to find a seat under the 

new rules operating for the next election. This created the biggest problem for the 

two major parties, which dominated the constituency seats, and were expected to 

continue to do so under J\1MP. This meant that they had the most constituency MPs 

to shed, with the fewest winnable list spots available to award as consolation prizes. 

The situation was alleviated somewhat by the stated intention of twelve incumbent 

MPs to resign from parliament immediately prior to the next election.36 Although 

these resignations were largely reflective of an unwillingness to work under MMP, 

they happily coincided with the need to find seats for other incumbents. However, it 

was not until the boundaries of the new districts were known that the process could 

take place with any certainty. 

Although the final electoral boundaries drawn by the Representation 

Commission were released on 27 April 1995, a provisional copy open to submissions 

had been made public since October of the previous year. In fact, an early copy of 

these proposed boundaries had been leaked and published by the New Zealand Herald 

as early as August 1994. The timing of the release of the preliminary electoral 

boundaries is important, since no MP had broken away from their former party to 

join new a party before September 1994. Thus it is of interest to examine how many 

of the thirteen MPs who abandoned their party during the 1993-1996 parliament may 

have been motivated by a fear that they might not be re-selected or re-elected. 

36These included seven National MPs (Robert Anderson, Hon. Philip Burdon, Hon. Warren 
Cooper, Hon. John Falloon, Hon. Sir Robin Gray, Hon. Roger McClay, Hon. Rob Storey), four 
Labour MPs(Hon. David CaygiII, Hon. David Lange, Liz Tennet, Hon. Koro Wetere) and one 
United MP(Bruce Cliffe). 
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When Hobson MP Ross Meurant left National to form ROC in September 

1994, there was an awareness that he would either face the Hon. John Banks in an 

enlarged Whangarei seat, or would be up against another Cabinet Minister Lockwood 

Smith in the proposed seat of Rodney.37 In addition, Meurant had clashed with 

senior National MPs too often in the past to be considered a surety for a safe list 

spot. Peter Dunne's hold on the wealthy Wellington electorate of Onslow was 

probably of concern to him when he said upon his departure from Labour that for 

the past two years he had been "worried about the direction Labour was taking", and 

that he "now felt closer to National."38 It was also known that right-leaning Labour 

MPs including Dunne had been under pressure from trade unionists to quit the 

Labour caucus, as the party sought to recover the ground to the left that it had lost to 

the Alliance.39 This indicates that Dunne would have probably failed to attain a high 

list spot with Labour in the event that he lost Ohariu-Belmont, as it came to be 

known. 

Graeme Lee's defection does not seem to be outwardly motivated by any 

survival instinct, for the speculated electoral accommodation in Coromandel, which 

took in Lee's seat of Matakana, was not included in the Christian Democrats' 

agreement with Nationa1.4o Nevertheless, it would be reasonable to argue that Lee's 

chance of holding the seat were slight, given the very strong showing of Alliance co

deputy Jeanette Fitzsimons in that electorate in 1993. As it turned out, Lee did not 

stand in a constituency for the 1996 election, preferring to head the Christian 

Coalition's party list. 

In any case, it was not until April 1995 that the final boundaries were released 

and the toughest battles became obvious. Labour ended up with fewer head-to-head 

battles between candidates of the same party than National, whose leadership quickly 

issued a statement that sitting MPs who missed out on a constituency candidacy 

would be rewarded with a high-ranking spot on the party's list, as long as they 

37New Zealand Herald, 12 September 1994, p.5. 

38New Zealand Herald, 13 October 1994, p.3. 

39New Zealand Herald, 15 August 1994, p.3. 

40New Zealand Herald, 28 April 1995, p.5; New Zealand Herald, 10 May 1995. National Party 
President Geoff Thompson said that the question of National not standing a candidate against 
Mr Lee had not been raised at the meetings between the two parties. 
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"behaved themselves".41 At this stage, National's high poll rating seemed to indicate 

that National could get thirty constituency seats plus another twenty from the list, as 

from 1 July of that year an MMP election was a practicable possibility. 

It was after this time that the flood of defections began. First was Trevor 

Rogers, who faced a risky National Party selection duel with Cabinet Minister 

Maurice Williamson for the enlarged seat of Pakuranga. At the time Rogers said that 

he was "doing the numbers" and "considering his options."42 In addition, most of 

the seven MPs who established the United Party in June 1995 also faced difficult 

selection batdes within their former parties. In Dunedin, three safe Labour seats had 

contracted into two with the new boundaries, which left Clive Matthewson facing 

either of two popular colleagues, the Hon. Dr Michael Cullen or Pete Hodgson. The 

Hon. Margaret Austin's seat of Yaldhurst disappeared under MMP, and she had 

planned to retire before the next election, given that her most likely option was to 

face Jim Anderton in his stronghold of Wigram. Upon joining United, she decided to 

contest the wealthy seat of Ham instead, which was probably an attempt to boost that 

party's list vote. 

Glenfield. MP Peter Hilt had been expected to duel over the new seat of 

Northcote with his National colleague for Birkenhead, Ian Revell. In the new seat of 

Hunua, Papakura MP John Robertson had been on a collision course with the 

National MP for Hauraki, Warren Kyd. For Wellington-Karori MP Pauline Gardiner 

the new Wellington Central seat was probably marginal,43 but perhaps the odd one 

out is Bruce Cliffe, who would have otherwise had a straight run as the National 

candidate for the safe seat of North Shore.44 Therefore, the will to survive under 

MMP may have been a strong factor in influencing MPs' decisions to leave their 

parties, but does not offer an complete explanation for this behaviour. 

41New Zealand Herald, 28 April 1995, p.l. 

42New Zealand Herald, 28 April 1995, p.3. Under the earlier proposed boundaries the contest 
looked to be even, but under the final boundaries much of Rogers' membership and selection 
voting power went into the new seat of Manakau East, which seemed safe for Labour's 
Papatoetoe MP Ross Robertson. 

43National may have put her high on its list, but Gardiner herself cited frustration at being ignored 
by the parliamentary party hierarchy as a prime reason for leaving National for United (New 
Zealand Herald, 30 June 1995, p.l). 

44New Zealand Herald, 29 June 1995, p.7. In addition, Cliffe's resignation from cabinet and his 
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However, the three other defecting MPs faced similar selection woes. Michael 

Laws would have probably stood in the new enlarged seat of Napier, but the 

incumbent Geoff Braybrooke's decision to stand for that seat would have made it a 

tough battle.44 When Laws joined New Zealand First, he stated that he would be 

primarily interested in a position on the party's list.45 The same predicament probably 

applied to Heretaunga MP Peter McCardle, who faced a strong contest in the new 

Rimutaka seat considered safe for Labour's Paul Swain, and with little prospect of a 

list position high enough to offer alternative comfort. In such cases a list spot in a 

minor party such as New Zealand First, which was unlikely to win constituency seats 

yet would easily pass the five percent threshold, was definitely a safer option. Finally, 

Henderson MP Jack Elder found that his seat had been split between the new 

Waitakere and \'qaipareira seats, which held two other sitting Labour MPs (Suzanne 

Sinclair and Chris Carter), as well as two strong National contenders (former MP 

Marie Hasler and MP Brian Neeson). Moreover, by the time of his switch, Elder 

knew that he had gained a very low 40th placing on Labour's party list. At the time 

of these three switches to New Zealand First in March-April 1996, the party was 

rising quickly in the polls, which seemed to insure that they would receive a 

reasonable number of list seats in the election of that year.46 

However, it must not be assumed that these boundaty pressures were the sole 

impetus for MPs' departure from their original parties, as some of those who split 

could be identified as ideological dissidents within their own caucus, or were 

otherwise predicted to be likely "splitters". This in turn meant that few of them were 

liable to receive a high list placing in their former parties, and that a shift to a new 

intention to resign from parliament at the next election indicate that he was not motivated by 
expediency. 

44 At the time of the release of the final boundaries, it was believed that Mr Braybrooke would 
retire at the next election for health reasons (New Zealand Herald, 28 April 1995, p.22). 

45However, New Zealand First's candidate selection procedures require list candidates to also 
stand for a constituency seat. 

46 A "One Network News" Colmar Brunton poll of 22 February 1996 reported that New Zealand 
First had climbed three points to eight percent support after a series of speeches by Peters 
calling for curbs on immigration (Christchurch Press, 22 February 1996). Several weeks later 
the party's support had risen to 14% (NBR-Consultus poll, Christchurch Press, 9 March 1996), 
and not long after that it drew second place with Labour at 17% ("One Network News" Colmar 
Brunton poll, Christchurch Press, 19 March 1996). By early April NZ First was still nudging 
Labour on 22% (NBR-Consultus poll, National Business Review, 4 April 1996), and one 
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party might allow them to better express their political philosophy. Thus it could be 

concluded that the general psychological effect of MMP (the perception that smaller 

parties would find representation easier), in combination with unique mechanical 

factors (the reduction in the number of constituency seats available to incumbents), 

made a key contribution to the fractionalisation of parliamentary parties experienced 

from 1993-1996. Although these specific mechanical factors will be absent from 

future :MMP elections, the psychological factors will probably persist and will affect 

not only those in parliamentary parties, but also those in the much wider category of 

electoral parties. 

The Fractionalisation of the Electoral Parties? 

Lijphart points out that the number of electoral parties, that is, the total number of 

parties seeking election, is affected solely by the psychological effects of electoral 

systems, or the expectations about how votes will be translated into seats.48 The 

number of parliamentary parties is normally influenced by both these expectations 

(psychological effects) and the actual (mechanical) process of translating votes into 

seats. As we saw in Chapter Five, the mechanical effects of the simple plurality 

electoral system had the effect of reducing the number of parliamentary parties in 

New Zealand. However, as Figure 5.3 showed, the number of electoral parties 

contesting FPP elections had steadily increased since the 1950s, as a product of the 

gradual dealignment of the two party system. This increase occurred despite the 

spectacular lack of success of minor parties under the disproportional effects of FPP, 

which seems to refute Duverger's hypothesis regarding the psychological influence of 

electoral rules. 

However, as Figure 7.11 shows,49 although the addition of those parties 

standing in the 1996 election continues the gradual increase in the number of 

electoral parties over time, it does not surpass the forty parties which stood 

candidates in the 1987 plurality election. One would have expected that the onset of 

month later the party was catapulted into second place on 28% (NBR-Consultus poll, National 
Business Review, 3 May 1996). 

48Lijphart, 1994, p.72. 

49 As for Figure 5.3, data was only available from 1957 onwards, as before this time the party 
affiliation of candidates was not recorded. 



Figure 7.11: Nominal electoral, parliamentary, and 'significant' parties 1957-1996 (pre-election) 
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a much more proportional electoral system would have encouraged more parties to 

form than under plurality. Nonetheless, of the 34 parties fielding candidates in the 

1996 election, only 22 of these had actually 'registered'. Under MMP, a party has to 

be registered before it is eligible to receive list seats and appear on the party ballot of 

the voting paper, but in order to do this it must prove that it has at least 500 

members. 50 

Thus it is probably accurate to say that the reason why twelve parties did not 

register was because they could not find 500 members.51 Nevertheless, many of the 

electoral parties under FPP would have had a similarly tiny, but dedicated 

membership. If these parties are taken out of the equation and attention is focused 

on the registered parties, we are more likely to find those significant parties which 

stand more hope of representation under MMP. Of the twenty-two registered 

electoral parties for the 1996 election, seven have already been examined as 

parliamentary parties of varying vintage. All but one of these parties concentrates 

upon the important socioeconomic issue dimension, while the Christian Coalition 

seeks support from a potential religious cleavage. 

Of the registered non-parliamentary parties, the Association of Consumers 

and Taxpayers (ACT) stood as the most significant and most likely to be elected. 

Starting as a free market ginger group led by former Labour Minister of Finance 

Roger Douglas and former National Cabinet Member Derek Quigley, ACT 

registered as a party with the confirmation that the next election would be under held 

MMP. However, it continued to rate poorly in public opinion polls, despite large 

scale advertising campaigns backed by corporate sponsors, and in the face of 

attempts to gain parliamentary representation through talks with Ross Meurant and 

United. A change of leader to the more telegenic Richard Prebble (another ex

Labour minister associated with free-market reforms) and the abandonment of some 

of the party's "wackier" policies (in Prebble's own words),52 put the party in a better 

50Note that registration does not require parties to provide list candidates, as in 1996 the 
Republican Party registered but did not provide a party list. 

51Some are likely to be 'one-person' parties, although this may not be the only reason why parties 
do not register. The Communist League chooses not to register a list in order to preserve the 
privacy of their membership from state security agencies. 

52Meet The Press, (1996) TVNZ, videocassette, 8 September. 
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position to gather votes from National supporters looking for a potential coalition 

partner.53 

Another significant dimension around which electoral parties clustered was 

the potential ethnic cleavage. Advocates of MMP had proposed that the new 

electoral system would provide fairer representation for ethnic minorities, particularly 

through the party lists, as the votes of minorities are now aggregated nation-wide. 

This gives parties an incentive to ensure that their lists are balanced in terms of 

ethnicity, gender, and region. However, several parties also emerged to exclusively 

represent ethnic interests in the hope of winning representation under an electoral 

system which was seen as being fairer to small parties. 

As well as the Mana Motuhake party within the Alliance, a number of other 

parties also sought to represent Maori interests: the Mana Maori Movement (which 

had contested the 1993 election), Te Tawharu, and the Republican Party; plus 

unregistered parties such as Aroha-Ngia-Tatou, Indigenous Peoples, and the Nga Iwi 

Morehu Movement. However, non-indigenous ethnic minorities also formed parties, 

including the Ethnic Minority Party, the Asia Pacific United Party, and Advance New 

Zealand, which all attempted to win support from both Asian and Pacific Island 

New Zealanders. These parties emerged specifically in response to New Zealand 

First leader Winston Peters' speeches of early 1996, which adv'ocated a curb on 

immigration. However, in order to gain seats, these parties would require all of their 

target voters to cast their votes based on this ethnic cleavage. 

The other significant cleavage to be contested by registered parties came 

from the post-materialist dimension. In 1996 the Green Party remained within the 

Alliance, but faced competition for the environmentally-conscious vote not only 

from the much smaller breakaway Green Society, but also from the more 

competitive Progressive Greens. The latter can be differentiated from the 'Alliance' 

Greens through their belief that the market can be used to further environmental 

ends through permits and "polluter pays" policies. This contrasted with the Green 

Party, who in line with the Alliance's socioeconomic vision, advocated regulations 

against environmental dangers and more rigorous state protection of flora and fauna. 

53Even further right were "The Libertarianz", an ultra-liberal party established by former 
television interviewer Lindsay Perigo. 
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Two parties also sought support for single issues which they wanted to 

promote public debate on, namely the animal rights group Animals First, and the 

Aotearoa Legalise Cannabis Party, whose aim is self-explanatory. New Zealand 

Superannuatants and Youth Action was a party seeking support from very disparate 

groups against the social policies of recent governments, while the Natural Law Party 

professed that the answer to the country's problems could be remedied through 

transcendental meditation and mysterious 'yogic flyers'. Finally, the McGillicuddy 

Serious Party attempted to liven up the election with their own droll brand of 

Hibernian humour, after having been awarded television advertising space by the 

Electoral Commission based upon previous electoral support. 

From this brief survey it can be seen that even amongst those parties 

registered, many would fail to gain representation, including those new parties which 

were already represented in parliament if only for a brief period. In the previous 

chapter we saw that although the theoretical mechanical limit of the new electoral 

system well exceeded the total number of parties contesting the 1996 election, Nagel 

calculated that the 'institutional carrying capacity' of MMP was much more likely to 

be between four to eight parties.54 This means that once it could be demonstrated 

that there were still mechanical impediments (namely the five percent threshold) to 

representation for the smallest parties, then an opposing psychological effect would 

come into play which discouraged parties from contesting MMP elections. This 

chapter has shown that the high level of information surrounding the likely effects of 

the electoral system caused both psychological effects to make an impact on 

parliamentary and electoral parties bifore the first MMP election. However, the 

reductive psychological effect could be expected to increase in importance when the 

mechanical effects of MMP become more certain after several elections. 

Nevertheless, as we saw under FPP, many tiny but dedicated parties will persist in 

their efforts despite the mechanical odds stacked against them. 

However, the number of parties represented in parliament cannot be solely 

prescribed by the mechanical and the psychological effects of the electoral system, as 

outlined in the previous chapter. As Chapter One showed, a proportional system 

such as that operating in Austria is not inconsistent with a two party system, 

54Nagel, 1994, p.145. 
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depending upon the distribution of the vote. Similarly, in the early years of the two 

party system in New Zealand, the high level of voting for National and Labour 

reflected a genuine convergence of support for two parties, rather than the 

machinations of first-past-the-post. The alternative explanation for the number of 

parties a system contains asks how many parties can be justified in societal terms, 

based on the saliency of social cleavages. 

A non-institutional approach 

As well as using an institutional model,55 Jack Nagel attempted to predict the likely 

number of parties under MMP by using a societal model, based solely on social 

cleavages. He began with the assumption proposed by Taagepera and Grofman's 

formula noted in Chapter One, that the effective number of parties should equal the 

number of issue dimensions plus one. Nagel then developed an "inventory" of social 

cleavages, using Lijphart's standard checklist of seven issue dimensions commonly 

found in democratic party systems: socioeconomic class, religion, ethnicity, urban~ 

rural, regime support, foreign policy and postmaterialism;56 to which Nagel added 

regionalism, gender and economic interventionism. 57 His next step was to apply them 

to New Zealand. 

Of these ten potential social cleavages, Nagel concluded that there are two 

active dimensions in New Zealand, socioeconomic class and economic 

interventionism, but that the latter mayor may not persist. Three further dimensions 

which had been the basis for minor parties under first-past-the-post (ethnicity, 

postmaterialism and religion) were also thought to offer potential support for parties 

under FPP.58 Thus he hypothesised that the party system will be shaped by between 

one and five issue dimensions, with the possibility that a larger number might 

55Taagepera and Shugart, 1993. See Chapter Six. 

56Lijphart, 1984, pp.127-141. 

57Nagel, 1994, p.145-150. To be included, Nagel stated that an issue must be reasonably 
independent of other issues; it must divide the population into at least two groups, each 
including more than five percent of voters; and the issue must have the potential to allow a 
viable party to form based on this support (p.146). 

580f the others, Nagel (1994, p.l50) finds that two dimensions which could support parties 
(gender and urban-rural) will probably not do so, while the other three remain latent as causes 
of party division (regime support, foreign policy and regionalism). 
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become active. By feeding this into Taagepera and Grofman's formula, Nagel then 

predicted that two to six parties will be represented in parliament based upon his 

assessment of social cleavages. 

This thesis agrees that socioeconomic issues will remain as the dominant 

societal cleavage in New Zealand as it is in many countries, having provided the 

historical principle which traditionally divided National and Labour. As long as 

significant economic inequalities persist between different groups in society, then the 

two parties will probably continue in some form. The dimension of 'economic 

interventionism' that Nagel uses is somewhat more contentious: he asserts that it 

emerged as separate from the socioeconomic cleavage when Labour and National 

introduced and continued free-market reforms in the 1980s and 1990s, while 

continuing to invoke concern for the poor. From this cleavage emerged the Alliance 

(New Labour) from Labour's left and New Zealand First from National's centre, as 

well as ACT (to everyone's right) desiring to continue the reforms.58 

However, such an assertion must recognise the dealignment which occurred 

in the two party system, and the equilibrium which has been sought. The historic 

compromise that existed between Labour and National over the protected economy 

and the welfare state has certainly melted into a new compromise, based upon an 

open economy while maintaining some level of welfare safety net. Of course, both 

major parties vary in their emphasis, reflecting the principles and interests which still 

differentiate them. To use the example of taxation, on the one hand, National 

favours 'flatter' taxes which follows their liberal philosophy that society will prosper 

if every individual is given an opportunity to prosper. On the other hand, some 

degree of 'progressive' taxation is still favoured by Labour, reflecting their collectivist 

ethos that individuals will reach felicity through the cooperation of society. 

\Vhile both major parties can still be related to the socioeconomic cleavage, 

the parties supposedly born from the economic interventionism issue cannot be 

divorced from this cleavage either, as National and Labour have traditionally defined 

the interests of their socioeconomic support bases in terms of competing levels of 

government intervention. From the beginning of parliamentary government, politics 

in New Zealand has concerned itself with the role of the state in the economy. Not 

58Ibid., p.150. 
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only did governments fall and form on this issue in the pre-party era, but its potency 

is also evidenced by the ethos of the early political organisations which were the pre

cursor to political parties (see Chapter Three). More so than class, the question of 

interventionism has characterised the socioeconomic cleavage in New Zealand. In 

addition, Lijphart's definition of the socioeconomic cleavage, which Nagel employs, 

incorporates economic interventionism as one of its key features. 6o Thus the 

Alliance, New Zealand First, and ACT should represent points on the same scale as 

Labour and National. But why then has this fundamental issue dimension spawned 

so many more parties than two, against Taagepera and Grofman's formula? 

The author considers it possible that more than two distinct positions might 

exist along a single ideological dimension, but that this will only cause party 

fragmentation greater than two under certain circumstances. The two party 

dealignment of the 1980s and 90s examined in Chapter Five provides the catalyst for 

the ideologies of the two major parties to become so stretched and dispersed that 

they break away. Where faith in the traditional programmes of the major parties has 

been broken, and where the range of political opinion along a single issue dimension 

has become extrapolated, splinter parties arise as factors for realignment. But where 

the breach of trust has been so fundamental and complete, and once the full 

spectrum of opinion has been realised (as it was not before, when market liberalism 

seemed a novel philosophy in the 1980s), such splinter parties may become semi-

permanent. 

Thus the author of this thesis predicts that such parties will continue to exist 

in a small but significant form on the right and the left of the spectrum. The former 

will ensure that the centre-right party avoids Muldoonism by running its own 

programme of liberalisation in both economic and social policy, while the latter will 

hold back the centre-left party with an emphasis upon state intervention in both 

spheres. Any party in the middle is necessarily vulnerable, as the persistence of 

centripetal competition between the two major parties threatens its existence as 

60 As Lijphart (1984, p.129) himself states, there are four left versus right positions on 
socioeconomic policy: (1) governmental vs. private ownership of the means of production; (2) 
a strong vs. weak governmental role in economic planning; (3) support of vs. opposition to the 
redistribution of wealth from the rich to the poor; and (4) the expansion of vs. resistance to 
governmental social welfare programmes. As we can see from all of these components, the 
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anything more than ephemeral, unless it can also be defined along another issue 

dimension. 

Thus while Nagel's two issue dimensions of socioeconomic class and 

economic interventionism would have produced three parties (21+1=3), the author's 

contraction of these into one cleavage creates two parties. But as long as the 

discourse of the dimension remains wide-ranging and mistrust persists, then two 

'pole' parties and a more fleeting centre party may also be included. The perpetuation 

of these parties also depends on whether their leaders continue to evoke the 

differences between them, and mobilise support based on subsidiary issues. This kind 

of mobilisation may be important for keeping disillusionment with the major parties 

alive, which in turn ensures the survival of the splinter parties. The situation may also 

be perpetuated by change to an electoral system such as MMP, which allows these 

splinter parties more of a "foot in the door" than FPP did. However, as Nagel notes, 

there are three other issue dimensions which may also produce parties. 

Religious division has intermittendy played a part in New Zealand politics, 

but does not form the basis of a persistent cleavage as it has in some European 

systems. In these continental countries the population was initially more 

fundamentally divided between Protestantism and Catholicism, although more 

recendy these clerical forces have united against secular parties.61 Although New 

Zealand is a more secular society than some of its European counterparts, the 

traditional moral values associated with Christianity have often been expressed 

politically over social issues such as abortion, sexuality, and liquor licensing. Such 

questions . have usually cut across party lines between National and Labour, and 

accordingly they have been the subject of 'free' or conscience votes in parliament. 

The biblical but non-denominational Christian Heritage party campaigned 

solely on these issues in the 1990 and 1993 elections, gaining two percent of the vote 

in the latter. As we have seen, MMP brought an electoral accommodation between 

this party and Graeme Lee's Christian Democrats which became the Christian 

Coalition, but before the election there were doubts about the union's sustainability. 

Both parties in the Christian Coalition shared an emphasis upon reformist or "new 

role of the state in the economy and social policy is deeply entrenched within accepted notions 
of the socioeconomic issue dimension. 

61Por example, the Christian Democrats in Germany include both Catholics and Protestants. 
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life" Christianity, which might help them to target those who would vote solely on 

the basis of religion, but may scare-off mainstream church-goers. As the Christian 

Coalition comprised the only vehicle for the religious vote in 1996, the first MMP 

election offered a good opportunity for a Christian party to gain representation, 

although there may be a wider scope for a less religious social conservative party. 

Although Maori comprise some 15% of the population, and despite the 

saliency of Maori cultural, land and resource issues since the 1980s, Maori parties 

have been conspicuous by their relative absence and lack of success. Since 1980, 

Mana Motuhake candidates have consistently been placed second behind Labour in 

the Maori seats, which held a monopoly over these electorates since it first brokered 

a deal with the Ratana movement. This suggests that Maori voters may be less 

interested in a party which only patrols the ethnic cleavage, as support for Labour is 

probably also based on its economic platform which may be more salient for many 

Maori. Similarly, in joining the Alliance, Mana Motuhake signalled the convergence 

of their Maori policies with the socioeconomic programme of New Labour. 

However, in 1993 the emergence of New Zealand First broke the traditional pattern 

of Maori voter support, when that party won the seat of Northern Maori and ran 

second in the other Maori seats that it contested. Although not outwardly a Maori 

party, the high profile of \Vinston Peters as a Maori who had demonstrated a 

willingness to 'take on the system' helped to build Maori support for New Zealand 

First. Whether this support holds may depend on whether New Zealand First moves 

further towards identification as a 'Maori party', to give Maori voters more 

compelling reasons to vote according to their ethnicity. 

With the opportunity for split voting under MMP, Maori are able to opt for a 

specifically Maori party with one of their votes, and to use their other vote for a party 

whose socioeconomic policies they identify with. Thus MMP may have the potential 

to turn a coalition of ideas into an actual governing coalition, whereas under FPP 

Maori probably voted Labour so that at least their socioeconomic interests were 

taken into account. The success of New Zealand First suggests that there is room for 

a Maori party, but to succeed it almost needs to be the Maori party, of significant 

attraction and broad-based appeal to a majority of Maori. The lack of success of 

Maori parties in the past under FPP may reflect their radical origins, but even with 

the threshold under MMP, a Maori 'niche' party must be necessarily broad and span 
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traditional 1wi (tribal) affiliations while also reaching out to urban Maori. No other 

ethnic minority is large enough to sustain a separate party. 

Chapter Five has already revealed that the postmaterialist issue dimension 

yielded the world's first national party of that type, Values, in New Zealand in the 

1970s. Ronald Inglehart identified 'postmaterialist' values in the late sixties as those 

which politicised younger middle class people on issues such as participatory 

democracy and environmentalism, prefacing the rise of modern Green parties in 

Europe.62 In New Zealand the initial success of Values, and later the Green Party in 

1990, points to the viability of this cleavage in supporting at least one such party in 

the short term under FPP. However, because of the intervening variable of a 

disproportional electoral system in the past, it is difficult to know whether a Green 

party would survive in the long term under MMP. Both New Zealand Green parties 

have performed best when disillusionment with Labour is high, leading to the 

suspicion that they largely benefited from 'protest voting' under FPP. Although the 

6.9% electoral support for the Greens in 1990 certainly seemed to coincide with a 

consumer trend in all things "environmentally-friendly", the decision to join the 

Alliance implied that the Greens were doubtful of capturing a large enough share of 

the vote to gain representation. It is difficult to gauge the political salience of this 

issue dimension since then due to the Greens' partial submergence within the 

Alliance. 

Whether the Greens could pass the threshold on their own under MMP 

depends on the competition that they would face for the 'green' vote from at least 

two other parties, where there is probably only room for one to succeed. It has been 

pointed out above that at least two of these green parties (the Green Party and the 

Progressive Greens) can be differentiated by the economic strategies they favour to 

fulfil their environmental goals. This places the green dimension in danger of being 

subsumed within the dominant socioeconomic cleavage, if it is remembered that the 

major parties have substantive environmental policies too, and that under FPP they 

were very successful in appropriating the programme of parties such as Values who 

were unable to gain representation. Therefore, it seems reasonable to assume that the 

postmaterialist issue dimension may not have the ability to sustain successful parties 

62Lijphart, 1984, pp.139-140. 
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in the longer term if it continues to contain its own cleavage, and if its wider support

base is trend-related or dependent upon disillusionment with other parties. 

If the discussion of the theory of electoral systems and party systems in Chapter One 

demonstrated anything, it was the fallacy of committing to solely institutional or 

exclusively sociological explanations for the make-up of party systems. Nagel himself 

combines both institutional and societal models into an "intuitive synthesis", 

whereby the electoral institutions determine an upper limit to the number of parties, 

or an 'institutional carrying capacity' of four to eight parties.63 Within this boundary, 

another upper limit may be set by the number of salient societal cleavages, where 1+1 

is less than the institutional carrying capacity. Where 1+1 sometimes exceeded the 

carrying capacity of plurality in the past, then these issue dimensions had to be 

expressed within the existing parties. A similar situation may occur under MMP, for 

although the author identifies four issue dimensions which could technically support 

five parties, it is thought that at least for some time the dominant socioeconomic 

cleavage will sustain four parties, through which the other issue dimensions may find 

expression. 

In addition, it should be recognised that a further constraint on the number 

of parties under MMP is the degree to which issue dimensions are mobilised. If there 

is no-one who wishes to organise a party along the lines of a relevant societal 

cleavage, then it will relIlam dormant. Conversely, the fractionalisation of the 

parliamentary party system from 1993-1996 probably demonstrates an 

"overmobilisation" on the part of MPs forming new parties. Although these parties 

had freedom to form, their fate beyond the 1996 election will demonstrate whether 

their number exceeds the kind of societal limits on the number of parties identified 

so far. In terms of institutional carrying capacity, a number of electoral parties 

competing for the same constituency may cause none to be represented if their 

contest prevents any from reaching the electoral threshold. However, where minor 

parties such as the Alliance and New Zealand First have been relatively successful 

under FPP, their electoral and ideological justification has been heavily influenced by 

63Nagel, 1994, p.1S3. This practical carrying capacity (see Chapter Six) is significantly less than 
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the popularity and mobilisationary skills of their individual leaders. Thus as it was 

pointed out in Chapter One, a non-institutional explanation for a party's success may 

not always relate entirely to the promotion of cleavage interests.64 Despite the 

relatively wide-ranging number of parties MMP allows for on an institutional level, 

parties must first emerge and win a significant proportion of votes for sociological 

reasons. Except for the disproportional impact of the five percent threshold, the 

future shape of the party system in New Zealand under MMP will rely more on the 

non-institutional factors which affect voting than it did under plurality. 

GOVERNMENTAL STABILITY: TURBULENCE 
OR STASIS? 

From the preceding analysis it seems that the number of parties represented in 

parliament under MMP are likely to increase from that experienced traditionally 

under FPP in New Zealand. Although politics may remain bipolar, dominated by 

two large parties,. neither Labour nor National have won an 'earned' majority since 

the early 1950s. The relatively high level of proportionality under MMP (see Chapter 

Six) plus the likelihood of a multiparty parliament will have a clear effect on the 

ability of any single party to gain a parliamentary majority. Thus it is likely that 

governments will either consist of multiparty coalitions or minority administrations. 

Whether these different types of government will produce any more instability than 

single party majority governments did in the past in New Zealand is a theme taken 

up in the second part of this chapter. It has already been demonstrated that in the 

three-year lead-up to MMP the fractionalisation of parties in parliament was closely 

linked to the issue of stability. In part, this situation developed from the unusual 

result of the 1993 election itself, one still governed by the rules of simple plurality. 

the logical upper limit of 85, but is a much more probable range. After all, the logical upper 
limit for the number of parties under FPP effectively equals the total number of seats. 

64See Chapter One, p.5l. 
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The 1993 Election Result 

As Figure 7.1 revealed, the 1993 election left National with 50 seats, Labour with 45, 

and the Alliance and New Zealand First with two each. However, on election night, 

National appeared to have only 49 seats and Labour 46, with several seats so closely 

fought that they hinged on the counting of special votes. It was possible that the final 

count could have left National and Labour on 47 or 48 votes each, in which case the 

party leaders wanted parliament to sort out a tied result, rather than involving the 

Governor General, Dame Catherine Tizard.64 Politicians agreed unanimously that 

another election was out of the question at that time, as it would resolve nothing, and 

the electorate expected parties to work together to avoid one. 65 

This was the first hung parliament FPP had produced S1ilce 1928, when 

Reform lost its majority, but neither United or Labour had a majority on their own. 

This occurred at a time when three parties were dominant in politics, so the 1993 

result seems to mark some significant new direction for the party system and 

governmental stability. However, there had been several close results under FPP 

before, in 1957 and 1981, which were resolved once the final counts had been 

made.66 

Before the final result was certain, the Alliance pledged conditional support 

for National on issues of supply and confidence, as leader Jim Anderton had already 

stated that the party with the most seats should govern, whether it was National or 

LabourP As this election also signalled victory for MMP in the binding referendum, 

the election night speeches of party leaders such as Bolger and Anderton stressed 

that New Zealand had already entered a new era of MMP-style politics, with an 

unclear election outcome requiring consensus and co-operation in government. 

64New Zealand Herald, 12 November 1993, p.l. 

65New Zealand Herald, 13 November 1993, p.8. 

66In 1957 the final count gave Labour (41 seats) a slim majority over National (39 seats), but a 
change in just one of the close constituency contests could have upturned the result. In 1981 
the situation on election night (28 November) was even more tense, as the joint votes of 
Labour (44) and Social Credit (2) equalled that of National (46). However, once the special 
votes were counted and the writs returned, one of the marginal seats returned to National, 
giving it 47 seats compared to 45 for the other two parties. In both cases, once the Speaker had 
been chosen the Government had a majority of one over all of the other parties. 

67New Zealand Herald, 8 November 1993, p.l. 
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However, to put the system of l\1MP in place would have taken at least until mid-

1995, which meant that the collapse of the hung parliament before then would give 

politicians one more chance of fighting an election under FPP rules, before the 

postponed first:MIVfP election three years after that.69 

The final results relieved the situation somewhat when National recaptured 

the seat ofWaitaki which Labour had won on the night, giving it a majority of 50 out 

of 99 seats.70 However, the National caucus still needed to provide for a Speaker of 

the House, and if the Speaker's casting vote was required, then it could not be made 

in favour of the Government on the final reading of any piece of legislation, unless it 

was a budgetary or confidence measure.71 While this meant that it was likely the 

government would survive, this could have seen National stymied on contentious 

issues, hamstrung in a parliamentary deadlock. In an unusual move, the new leader of 

the Labour Party Helen Clark allowed the Hon. Peter Tapsell to become New 

Zealand's first Maori Speaker, and the first Speaker since 1923 to be appointed from 

the Opposition.72 The arrangement gave the government a more comfortable 50-48 

majority, which strengthened the likelihood that the parliament would run for the full 

three years.73 Thus by the time parliament met on December 21 1993, National were 

able to face the House confident that they would remain the government. 

Despite one or two minor conciliatory acts, such as a three party agreement 

to roll over the Kiwifruit Marketing Board's export monopoly for the 1994 season,74 

69New Zealand Herald, 9 November 1993, p.5. At that time, Justice Minister Doug Graham 
identified April 1995 as the earliest date a general election could be held under MMP. 

70New Zealand Herald, 18 November 1993, p.1. 

7lUnder principles formulated in 1982, the Speaker should generally vote for the status quo: with 
the government on questions of confidence and supply bills, against an amendment to a bill 
that would change its form, and on conscience issues either according to conscience or to 
preserve the status quo. 

72New Zealand Herald, 10 December 1993, p.l. It is likely that once Tapsell was offered the 
speakership by the government, he decided to accept it with or without Helen Clark's approval. 
Along with Labour's other Maori MPs, Tapsell was known to be upset at the recent ousting of 
Moore from the party leadership in favour of Clark. Although Helen Clark may have had little 
choice in the Speakership decision, after the leadership change Labour was clearly in no shape 
to fight an early election. 

73However, when the House is in committee, the Speaker vacates the chair and becomes an 
ordinary MP again, in which case Labour would have expected Tapsell to vote with it. That 
raised the possibility of a tied vote as bills go through their committee stages, which once again 
constricted the government's ability to get controversial legislation through the House. 

74New Zealand Herald, 20 November 1993, p.8. 
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talk of consensus and consultation provided a breather while the final make-up of 

parliament was clarified. Two days before the election Bolger had signalled that 

National had ended its major reform or "change management" phase in late 1992, so 

that very few of the outstanding bills for the new parliament were contentious. Thus 

when other parties were consulted on government decisions, it served to enhance the 

government's position, as it was seen to soften its stance. Nevertheless, a Cabinet re

shuffle three weeks after the election saw Bolger bow to party and public opinion by 

demoting hard-line Finance Minister Ruth Richardson to the backbenches.75 

Richardson's subsequent resignation effective on 18 July 1994 threatened the 

delicate balance once more, as the loss of the Selwyn by-election by National could 

have pulled the government back to 49 seats once more. Although Bolger indicated 

that National would remain in government, commentators were alert to the 

possibility of a snap election. Nevertheless, at a caucus meeting Government MPs 

agreed that National would be the party punished if it called an unscheduled general 

election.76 The Alliance indicated that it would still support the party with the most 

seats on matters of confidence, but that it would give the same support to a minority 

Labour government should National recommend an early dissolution.77 

As it happened, National regained the seat of Selwyn on August 13,78 which 

assured its slim majority once more as a single party government. Although the final 

FPP election produced a four party parliament and nearly failed to produce a 

governing majority for a single party, the actions of various MPs and parties helped 

to maintain governmental stability. Their common interest in doing so seems to have 

been the desire to avoid another election. However, as we saw above, psychological 

calculations of the expected mechanical effects of MMP led to the fractionalisation 

of the party system from 1994-1996, and this could not help but influence the 

prospects for the durability of the government given the delicate balance in 

parliament. 

75New Zealand Herald, 29 November 1993, p.l. 

76New Zealand Herald, 15 July 1994, p.l. 

77Ibid., p.l. 

78New Zealand Herald, 15 August 1994, p.l. 



Chapter Seven 319 

Government Duration in the transition period 

For the sake of consistency, governmental duration will once again be used as an 

initial measure of governmental stability for this period. Note that Table 7.1 below 

depicts the duration of governments from 1990 to election night 1996, and that the 

author has partially rejected the classification of Woldendorp et al (1993) and Budge 

and Keman (1990) that all elections constitute a change of government. Although the 

closeness of the 1993 election result may support such a designation, the fact that the 

same party retained its majority cannot be ignored. 

Table 1.1: Duration of New Zealand Governments 1990-199679 

Prime Minister Party!Parties Government life span Duration (days) 

Jim Bolger National 27 October 1990 - 11 September 1415 
1994 

(a.) 27 October 1990 - 6 1106 
November 1993 

(b.) 6 November 1993 - 11 309 
September 1994 

Jim Bolger National & ROC 11 September 1994 - 28 August 351 
1995 

Jim Bolger National 28 August 1995 - 28 February 184 
1996 

Jim Bolger National & United 28 February 1996 - 12 October 227 
1996 

Average 544.25 days 

As we can see, the average duration of each government is a little over eighteen 

months, compared to the average of 1 541.5 days (over four years) for the 1935-1990 

period, 1 259.08 days (three and a half years) for 1890-1935, while it comes. much 

closer to the average duration for the pre-party period of 507.2 days. If one were to 

include all elections as governmental changes as Woldendorp et al. do, the italicised 

figures in the above table are factored in to produce an even lower average duration 

79Remembering that the other criteria for a change of government include a change of Prime 
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of 435.4 days (fourteen months). In fact, given the unique nature of the three year 

transition period, there may be some rationale for arguing that the 1990-1993 

National government belongs to the previous period, which would give that period a 

new average duration of 1 510.4 days (four years two months). However, it would 

reduce the average duration of governments in the three year period from 1993-1996 

to 267.75 (nearly nine months), which is almost half the duration of governments 

before parties existed. Although the author believes that the inclusion of 'no-change' 

elections do not necessarily make the calculation of duration more accurate, this 

breakdown does highlight the instability that occurred from 1993 to 1996. 

It is apparent from the number of governments, and from the fact that they 

lasted little longer on average than those in the pre-party era, that this transition 

period was governed by short-lived administrations, despite the fact that they were a 

product of plurality elections contested by political parties. The rate of survival for 

governments of the period 1990-1996 is 39.8%, although this includes the 1990-1993 

National government which ran the full term, meaning that the rate of survival for 

governments from 1993-1996 was actually 24.5%. By comparison, the chances that a 

government would survive until the next election for the two party period was 76.3% 

(or 77.2% if the 1990-1993 government is included), while the rate of survival was 

62.3% for 1891-1935, 38.3% for 1876-1891, and 23.3% for 1856-1876. Thus it 

appears that the years 1993-1996 in particular saw a rate of governmental change that 

rivalled the apparent instability of the nineteenth century pre-party era. 

Types of Government 

Given the theory that the FPP electoral system engenders stability by providing for 

single party majority governments, this period of turbulence under plurality should 

be examined to see whether the variable of government type played a role. Table 7.2 

below presents the types of governments which prevailed from 1990-1996: 

Minister, a change of party in government following an election, and a change in the party 
composition of government. 
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Table 7.2: Types of Government in New Zealand 1990-1996 

Types of Government 

SINGLE COALITION SINGLE COALITION 
PARTY MAJORITY PARTY MINORITY 
MAJORITY MINORITY 

Governments National National - ROC National National - ROC 
1990-1994 1994-1995 1995-1996 1995 

National - United National - United 
1996 1996 

Total 1 2 1 2 

Clearly the electoral system did produce single party majority governments in both 

1990 and 1993, and as the analysis in Chapter Five illustrates, both of these 

parliamentary majorities were 'manufactured' by the FPP electoral system from a 

plurality of votes. 80 However, given the closeness of the 1993 result, the presence of 

four parties in the House, and the certain onset of a PR electoral system, this 

parliament was not subject to the usual pressures for unity by MPs. Thus the main 

cause of these differing government types was not the old electoral system, but the 

repositioning of MPs and parties in preparation for a new electoral system. 

Chapter Four showed that the presence of more than two parties in the 

House under FPP led to fewer manufactured majorities, and more single party 

minority governments as' well as two coalition majority governments. While the 

disproportionality of the 1993 result did provide National with a large bonus of seats, 

the election of four parties into parliament certainly contributed to the much smaller 

majority won by National. The slim nature of National's majority provided even 

more incentive to MPs forming their own parties in preparation for MMP, as the 

tight numbers would allow them to exert much more leverage upon decision-making, 

helping them to boost their profile and prove their worthiness. Thus the range in 

80In 1990 National won 69.1 % of the seats for 47.8% of the vote, while Labour won 29.9% of the 
seats for 35.1 % of the total vote. In 1993 the result was closer, but National still gained enough 
of a bonus from the electoral system to retain 50.5% of the seats for 35.1 % of the vote. While 
Labour was close behind on 34.7% of the votes, it won a much smaller bonus of 45.5% of the 
seats. 
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different types of government during this period is a product of the party 

fractionalisation described in the first part of this chapter. 

In comparing Table 7.1 with Table 7.2, the latter identifies six rather than 

four types of government during this period. The author argued in Chapter Four that 

there was more justification for including changes in minority/majority status as a 

criterion for governmental change, than there was for factoring-in elections which 

did not change the party/parties in government. This 'relative strength' measure 

recognises that when a government loses or gains a majority, then it will change the 

way that it operates with this shift of parliamentary balance in mind. Once a majority 

becomes a minority, another party is brought into play, which theoretically increases 

the chances for instability given the new reliance upon forces beyond the control of 

the governing party. Similarly it could be argued that a near-defeat at an election 

might have the same kind of moderating effect upon a government as it recognises 

the electorate's unhappiness with its direction, which is why this chapter has included 

Table 1.3: Amended Duration of New Zealand Governments 

1990-1996 

Prime Minister Party!Parties Govt. Type Govt. Life Span 

Jim Bolger National Single Party 27 October 1990 - 11 
Majority September 1994 

(a.)27 October 1990 - 6 
November 1993 

(b.) 6 November 1993 -
11 September 1994 

Jim Bolger National - ROC Coalition 11 September 1994 - 9 
Majority May 1995 

Jim Bolger National - ROC Coalition 9 May 1995 - 28 August 
Minority 1995 

Jim Bolger National Single Party 28 August 1995 - 28 
Minority February 1996 

Jim Bolger National - United Coalition 28 February 1996 - 6 
Majority March 1996 

Jim Bolger National - United Coalition 6 March 1996 - 12 
Minority October 1996 

Average 

Duration 
(days) 
1415 

1106 

309 

240 

111 

184 

7 

220 

362.8 



Chapter Seven 323 

separate data for the 1990-1993 and 1993-1994 periods (see Table 7.1). 

With this in mind, Table 7.3 includes changes in minority/majority status in 

an amended analysis of government duration for the period 1990-1996. As the table 

shows , the average government duration has been further reduced to just one year. 

Moreover, if we include the 1993 election into our analysis as Woldendorp et al. 

would, the average duration of governments drops to 311 days. If we focus on the 

1993-1996 parliament exclusively this drops to only 178.5 days. In fact, while the new 

rate of survival for 1990-1996 is 28.4%, the chance that the same government would 

survive from 1993-1996 was just 16.3%. It has already been suggested that the 

unique party fractionalisation which occurred during this three year period was 

responsible for this state of instability, but an examination of the modes of 

termination of these governments will seek to confIrm that hypothesis. 

Government Termination 

In Chapter Three we saw that most terminations (80%) in the pre-party era resulted 

from 'political' considerations, and more specifically, parliamentary dissension. From 

1891 to 1935 most terminations resulted from prime ministerial resignations, but 

political reasons also figured, while governments twice ended by election (see 

Chapter Four). By contrast, Chapter Five showed that in the two party period, 

governments ended solely through elections or resignation, revealing the strength of 

party cohesion and the prevalence of single party majority governments. 

Table 7.4 below depicts the different modes of termination for governments 

which ended from 1990 to 1996. Here it seems that the reasons why governments 

end have reverted back to the pre-two party era, and even the pre-party era: The only 

election which caused a government to change was the 1996 election, as October 12 

(election night) was the due expiry date for the National-United coalition. At all other 

times, government termination was due to 'political' reasons, usually under the 

category of governmental dissension. 
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Table 7.4: Modes of Termination for Governments from 1990-1996 

Reason for termination Number of governments 

Election 1 

Scheduled 1 

Unscheduled ~ 

Resignation of PM 0 

Voluntary 0 

Health ~ 

Political 5 

Governmental dissension 4 

Parliamentary dissension 1 

Constitutional intervention ~ 

Total government terminations 6 

As we saw in the first half of this chapter, as a single party majority government 

without an obvious coalition partner, National was the most prone to splits and 

breakaway MPs in the pre-MMP transition era, hence the high rate of change due to 

governmental dissension in Table 7.4 above. However, these examples of 

governmental dissension are not categorised as changes of government simply 

because they cost National its majority. Although Ross Meurant's departure 

effectively left National as a minority government (1), his instant party ROC 

simultaneously formed a majority coalition with National, which practically meant 

that little had changed. When this majority coalition turned into a minority coalition 

once Graeme Lee resigned from National (2), the position of the government also 

remained largely unaltered, as Lee pledged his support for the administration on 

issues of confidence and supply. In any case, Peter Dunne had shown his willingness 

since he left Labour not to do anything that might threaten governmental stability. 



Chapter Seven 325 

This meant that when National became a single party minority government 

following Meurant's dismissal as under-secretary (3), it still had a buffer of support 

from Lee, as well as the newly formed United Party which had also promised not to 

destabilise the government upon its formation. The formation of United in particular 

helped to further secure the government's position, because this effectively took two 

votes away from the opposition. Even the two ROC MPs maintained their support 

for the government, despite having been practically ejected from a coalition with 

National. When the National United majority coalition became a minority coalition 

after seven days due to the resignation of Michael Laws (4), it could still safely rely on 

support from the Christian Democrats to take it to fifty votes, as well as 

Conservative MP Trevor Rogers and Independent Ross Meurant on most issues. 

Thus for the four examples of termination through governmental dissension, 

at the time of each split arrangements were in hand to ensure that the government 

continued to hold the confidence of parliament. However, the single example of a 

change of government through parliamentary dissension is itself something of a 

misclassification. In Chapter Four we saw two situations where a single party in 

government decided to coalesce with another party, when Massey entered a wartime 

coalition with the Liberals in 1915, and when Forbes decided to share government 

with Reform in 1931. Although the 1931 example more closely embodies the spirit 

of parliamentary dissension, given Labour's withdrawal of support from the United 

Government, this category is still unsatisfactory to describe this scenario. The prime 

example of this situation in this period was the formation of the United-National 

coalition, which actually came exactly six months after National had become a single 

party minority government, during which United time had pledged to support it as a 

non-governing party. 

Although Woldendorp et al. include a change in the party composition of 

government in their definition of a change of government, there is no category of 

government termination which adequately covers the formation of a coalition. 

Rather, the emphasis regarding a change in the composition of parties in government 

is on the removal of one of these parties from government, thereby constituting 

termination by governmental dissension. This essentially negative approach to 

governmental change leads the formation of a coalition to be weakly categorised as 

parliamentary dissension. A more positive approach to the study of government 
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'change' rather than 'termination' should see the creation of a new category of 

governmental aggregation. The formation of the National-United coalition would fit 

much more comfortably under this category, as probably would the National-ROC 

coalition, for despite the initial dissension the end result was that the government's 

position was secured. 

This more accurate approach to governmental change also reflects a key 

observation of this thesis, that the brevity of government duration and the frequency 

of governmental change are not necessarily incongruous with relative continuity and 

stability in government. Thus stability may be more about which factors continue 

through the nominal markers of governmental change, rather than the more negative 

form of classification of the traditional study of stability which limits this recognition. 

Lessons from history: "stable instability" 

In the pre-party era analysed in Chapter Three it was concluded that while 

governments were of comparatively short duration, stability in government was 

assured due to the high degree of continuity in personnel. During the nineteenth 

century in New Zealand, a group of MPs frequently recurred as Ministers in 

administrations headed by different Prime Ministers, and even these Prime Ministers 

often had more than one turn at holding power. 

A glance at Tables 7.3 and 7.4 reveals that despite the existence of six 

different governments within the space of as many years, Jim Bolger remained Prime 

Minister. Moreover, the Cabinets of these governments also seemed highly resistant 

to change. It is unsurprising that the membership of Cabinet remained relatively 

constant during the initial period of single party majority government, although the 

biggest shake-up occurred on 29 November 1993, while National still had a majority 

of seats. This reshuffle saw the dumping of controversial Finance Minister Ruth 

Richardson, as well as Minister of Transport Rob Storey and Internal Affairs Minister 

Graeme Lee.8o In fact, it could be argued that this move was indicative of a change in 

direction by the National government, to a less ideological and more management

style of government than its first term. This may have been attributable to the 

80Wood, 1996, pp.83-84. 
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significant paring-down of the government's majority in the 1993 election, but it has 

already been established above that this shift in approach had been planned prior to 

the election. Although the "election as catalyst" argument would tend to support the 

assertion of Woldendorp et al. that all elections should be included as changes of 

government, this thesis has argued against such a classification on the basis that more 

often than not, little changes when a government is returned to power.82 

Most importantly, throughout the various changes of government from 1993 

to 1996, a core of 24 Ministers remained in Cabinet continuously,83 although their 

portfolios varied with the reshuffle in 1993 and a minor one in 1 March 1996.84 

Moreover, of these twenty four, some 21 had been in the Executive since National's 

victory in 1990, while two others had joined in 1991.85 Thus despite a period of 

instability in terms of governmental change, the personnel in New Zealand's 

Executive from 1990 to 1996 remained remarkably constant. 

In coalition with ROC, National clearly did not alter its Cabinet significantly, 

as Ross Meurant had formerly been an Undersecretary in the National government, 

and simply retained the same position within the executive once he became a ROC 

MP. The reduction of this government down to minority status affected the 

executive minimally, as Lee had lost his Cabinet post earlier in the reshuffle of 1993, 

and did not seek to regain it. In turn, Meurant's dismissal and National's subsequent 

existence as a single party minority government did little to change the face of 

government save for Meurant's loss, who was not replaced. 

82In any case, the re-shuffle following the 1993 election was quite insignificant in a comparative 
sense. 

83These were: Jim Bolger, Don McKinnon, Bill Birch, Paul East, Jenny Shipley, Doug Kidd, 
Philip Burdon, Simon Upton, Lockwood Smith, John Falloon, Wyatt Creech, Doug Graham, 
John Banks, Denis Marshall, John Luxton, Maurice Williamson, Murray McCully, Peter 
Gresham (Ministers inside Cabinet); Roger Maxwell, Roger McClay, Katherine O'Regan, 
Robin Gray (Ministers not in Cabinet); Warren Kyd, Bill English (Parliamentary Under
Secretaries). 

84Those members of the Executive who did not stay from 1993-1996 were Ross Meurant, Bruce 
Cliffe, and Warren Cooper. The latter left the ministry on 1 March 1996 following his 
announcement that he would retire at the 1996 election. 

8SMcCully was made Minister of Customs outside Cabinet and Associate Minister of Tourism on 
3 October 1991, while Williamson was promoted directly to Cabinet 2 October 1991 as 
Minister of Broadcasting and Minister of Communications. The other 'constant' Minister from 
1993-1996 not included here was Peter Gresham, who was promoted to Cabinet in the 
November 29 1993 reshuffle. 
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Coalition with United did bring change to the Cabinet table, as United 

secured one position on the Executive for Peter Dunne. However, this was 

considered a comparative "underpayment" for the support which United brought to 

the coalition, both in the number of positions won and in the relative significance of 

the portfolios (Dunne was made Minister ofInternal Affairs and Revenue).86 In most 

systems where coalition government is common, smaller coalition partners are 

usually awarded cabinet posts in proportion to the votes that they bring to the 

coalition, which would have meant that United should have been entitled to about 

three or four posts.87 In fact, often junior coalition partners may be 'overpaid' for 

their support in terms of cabinet numbers or the relative importance of portfolios.88 

Given the unusual circumstances surrounding these 'transitional' governments in 

New Zealand, it is likely that future coalition partners under MMP will opt for a 

much more evenly divided cabinet, which has the potential to reduce the degree of 

continuity in personnel, unless either or both governmental parties have been 

successful at remaining in power. 

In many ways the existence of political parties formalises the continuity of 

personnel and policy in government, by linking the collective fortunes of their MPs. 

Under FPP we saw that this meant that when a party lost an election, then there was 

a complete change of government, which held the potential for instability over 

longer periods of time through sharp reversals in policy. Before parties existed in 

New Zealand there were many changes of government, but there was also a great 

deal of flexibility which allowed a core group of politicians to continue in power 

86According to Jonathan Boston, United requested two ministerial positions during negotiations 
with National, but from Bolger's perspective this would cause internal problems within his 
caucus, if National backbenchers saw their former colleagues rewarded for disloyalty. 
Apparently there were also only enough portfolios to justify one United Minister, although 
governments have not shied away from creating new positions in the past. Nevertheless, 
Matthewson (United's leader and chief negotiator) was sympathetic to these problems, and was 
most concerned to simply gain access to the cabinet process. Both parties agreed that any 
future coalition between the two would see a much fairer weighting in representation on the 
executive (Jonathan Boston {1996} Experimenting with Coalition Government: Preparing to 
Manage Under Proportional Representation in New Zealand, paper for Australasian Political 
Studies Association Conference, Perth, 2-4 October, pp.14-15 
<http://www.vuw.ac.nzlpols/nzpcp/apsa_perth_texLhtmll> ). 

87 At the time that the National-United Coalition was formed, United brought 7 seats to National's 
43, which would have normally entitled it to around 14% of the Cabinet posts, or 
approximately 3 to 4 ministers. 

88For some time Germany's Free Democrats have continuously held the important portfolios of 
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under different premiers. Under proportional representation, the likely requirement 

that parties will need to share power in order to govern, and the dis empowerment of 

elections as the sole agents of governmental change, will allow some parties to stay in 

power for a long period of time. As we have seen, the constant force in the transition 

period from 1993-1996 was National's continuation in power. Under a similar 

electoral system in Germany it is a smaller centre party which has remained almost 

constantly in government, through being able to coalesce with parties on the left or 

right. However, there is no reason why a centre-right or centre-left party might not 

remain in power for a continuous period, by relying on support from parties on their 

outer wing who are more constrained in their choice of governing partner. 

While MMP may present an opportunity for underlying stability (despite 

variation in government composition) through the continuation of parties in 

government, it also offers the possibility of stagnation as parties are less easily 

removed from power. These sorts of decisions have effectively shifted away from 

voters at election time and towards the discretion of MPs themselves. 

This thesis argues that the onus for governmental stability has almost always 

fallen upon the actions of MPs in New Zealand, either directly or indirectly. The 

period from 1993 to 1996 was no exception, for as we have seen, although MPs split 

away from their parties to form new parties in preparation for the first MMP 

election, the Government was never in any real danger of falling. For new parties 

such as ROC/Conservatives, the Christian Democrats and United, there was little to 

gain from causing an early election, as their popularity rarely rose above one percent 

in public opinion polls, let alone the five percent threshold required to gain 

representation under MMP. However, during 1996 support for the Christian 

Coalition reached five percent several times after it was announced in March of that 

year.llH Meanwhile United was assured of at least one constituency seat due to 

Finance and Foreign Affairs. 

88The Christian Coalition first breached the 5% barrier in a poll released on 5 August (5.3%, One 
Network News- Colmar Brunton poll, The Dominion, 6 August 1996) and bobbed around the 
4-5% mark in most polls until the election. ACT's poll fortunes were much more mercurial, 
reaching the threshold a month out from the election in mid-September 1996 (6%, New 
Zealand Herald-Waikato University poll, New Zealand Herald, 14 September 1996), but 
afterwards dipping as low as 2.7% (NBR-Consultus poll, National Business Review, 20 
September 1996). 
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National's agreement to stand down a candidate in Dunne's electorate of Ohariu

Belmont as part of their coalition deal. 

Nevertheless, to cause instability would be a death knell to a new party whose 

mandate was dubious, and the longer these new parties could survive before an 

election, the more time they had to justify their existence to voters. In fact, for 

United in particular, the decision to coalesce with National in February 1996 was 

probably motivated by a desire to prove their worthiness to the New Zealand public 

as a potential coalition partner. Such small parties made a virtue of stability, claiming 

a pivotal role in the continuation of the government, while also asserting that they 

had changed the policy direction of the National government. It was argued that 

government bills such as the Overseas Investment Amendment Bill were 'toned 

down' after consultation with ROC, the Christian Democrats and United.90 

However, these parties did not make enough impact on legislation to threaten 

stability, in order to make a name for themselves as being independent from 

National. Although National's planned tax cuts were initially endangered by the 

dissenting voice of Conservative MP Trevor Rogers, the threat of an early election 

caused an about-face by Rogers who eventually gave the government his crucial vote 

to secure tax cut legislation.91 Soon after it was first formed to "provide stability and 

an orderly transition to MMP", United was forced to "roll over" on a series of small 

budget items as National declared every vote a confidence vote.92 Although the 

Government was defeated in voting against a Private Members' Bill restoring 

compulsory teacher registration (passed with support from United),93 this vote stands 

out as the most notable occasion when United voted against the government, and it 

never did so on government legislation. 94 

90New Zealand Herald, 19 July 1995, p.5. 

91New Zealand Herald, 28 February 1996, p.l: New Zealand Herald. February 29, p.l. 

92New Zealand Herald. 30 September 1995, p.6. Note that from the outset United had pledged to 
support the government on issues of confidence and supply. 

93New Zealand Herald. 21 September 1995, p.2. The Bill had originally been drafted by United 
MP Margaret Austin in her former capacity as Labour's education spokesperson, but initially it 
failed to be drawn from the lottery which decides which private member's bills make it into the 
House. The bill was then adopted by Labour MP Trevor Mallard, who was then successful in 
introducing it into the House, which tended to steal some of United's thunder. 

94A cynic might suggest that many of the MPs belonging to new parties rating poorly in the polls 
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In any case, acquiescence by the government to initiatives on the part of the 

other parties in parliament did not serve to destabilise, and actually reinforced an 

image cultivated by National that it was committed to consensus and co-operation in 

government. A multiparty Employment Taskforce between National, Labour and the 

Alliance, initiated by Jim Anderton, actually served to enhance the government's 

image while kicking into touch the political football of unemployment. 

More importantly, after initially refusing to send a navy vessel to Mururoa in 

protest at renewed French nuclear testing, Bolger noted that strong public opinion 

on the matter was giving other parties the chance to score political points. He called 

a meeting with the leaders of Labour, the Alliance, United and New Zealand First 

and the decision was reversed against advice from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

and Trade, with the research vessel Tui being sent to accompany the protest flotilla 

to Mururoa.94 In much the same manner, Bolger left the decision over whether to 

revive New Zealand's case against French nuclear testing at the World Court in the 

hands of a meeting between party leaders, which resulted in the case being taken 

after the government had rejected the move several weeks earlier.95 Not only did this 

mean that the other parties were bound by the decision and could not blame the 

Government if New Zealand was later embarrassed, but National was also able to 

capitalise on its consultative approach which it justified through its position as a 

minority government. Whatever its real motive in opening-up the decision-making 

process on such a popular issue, National had cultivated the image of a party 

prepared for government under MMP, and these actions served to enhance 

National's standing in the public opinion polls.96 

The Government's competent political management of the transition to 

MMP and its overseeing of the 'economic recovery' (demonstrated by its ability to 

offer substantial tax breaks) made it more difficult for the opposition parties to bring 

it down. All parties were aware that to bring down a government when it was 

did not help to bring down the government because July 1996 was a key month for MPs in 
terms of boosting their own superannuation entitlements. 

94New Zealand Herald. 19 July 1995, p.l. 

95New Zealand Herald. 9 August 1995, p.l. 

96During most of 1995 National rated so highly in the public opinion polls, often in excess of 
45%, that it seemed possible that it might win a majority on its own at the first MMP election 
(Boston, Levine, McLeay & Roberts {1996) p.97). 
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deemed unnecessary was to risk the wrath of the voter, particularly if this resulted in 

an early election under FPP rules, and so the issue upon which this confidence vote 

rested remained critical. While the government continued inoffensively with few 

contentious bills, there was little to justify such an action on the part of the Labour, 

the Alliance and New Zealand First. 

In addition, for these opposition parties to orchestrate the fall of the 

government would have required them to work together, which they were not 

prepared to do as they all sought to compete for the anti-government vote. When 

public support for one party was high, that for the others was low, and they did not 

want to see the most popular party benefit from the timing of a move against the 

government.98 For example, when the Alliance withdrew its commitment to support 

the government on 9 June 1995, and moved a no-confidence motion of its own soon 

after, it was attacked by both Labour and New Zealand First for reneging on a 

promise.99 Although five motions of no confidence sponsored by Labour were 

supported by the other two parties, New Zealand First abstained on a motion put by 

the Alliance, as both were in competition to lead public opposition to foreign 

investment and the sale of state assets. lOO In any case, by the time that the Alliance 

was prepared to vote down the government, the three opposition parties could still 

not muster a majority against the government, and were unable to do this at any 

stage afterwards. IOI 

However, it must be remembered that 1993-1996 represented a transition period in 

New Zealand politics, and there was always a limit to the generalisations about 

98Roughly speaking, from the time of the Selwyn by-election in August 1994 the Alliance rated 
highly in the public opinion polls as the most preferred opposition party, until Labour began to 
rally towards the end of 1995. However, from about March 1996 New Zealand First 
experienced a meteoric rise in the polls until it overtook both Labour and the Alliance by the 
middle of that year. As the election drew closer, Labour reasserted its position as the most 
preferred opposition party. 

99New Zealand Herald, 10 June 1995, p.3. 

lOoNew Zealand Herald, 28 June 1995, p.l. 

IOIEven with 48 combined votes in April 1996, there was only a slight prospect that the three 
opposition parties would gain enough votes to defeat the government, despite further no
confidence motions. They all voted to defeat the government, "but we can't do it by ourselves" 
as Jim Anderton said in reference to the continuing support of National and United by Lee, 
Meurant and Rogers (The Evening Post, 9 April 1996), 
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stability under a multiparty system which could be drawn from this experience. 

Despite the presence of seven parties and one independent MP in parliament by the 

end of this period, it was thought at the time that parties in parliament would 

number fewer under MMP.102 Pressures for in-term fractionalisation would be 

immediately reduced, as there is no further need for incumbent MPs to find a new 

home due to the downsizing of the number of constituency seats. It was also likely 

that once the mechanical effects of MMP had actually been demonstrated, revealing 

that the new electoral system might still pose a significant barrier to small parties, 

then the potential for further fractionalisation would diminish due to a reverse 

psychological effect. 

Those parties in parliament after 1996 would have been elected legitimately 

under the new system, and therefore may be less hesitant to vote against the 

government, and possibly bring it down. With proportional representation, parties in 

government would be more evenly matched, and therefore more demanding than 

United, ROC, or the Christian Democrats had been. This 'level playing field' and the 

likelihood that future coalition partners might represent a greater diversity of opinion 

could lead to greater tension in government than was experienced from 1993-1996. 

Although by the end of this period there may have been an awareness that the 

governmental change which had occurred was somewhat 'soft' in its actual effects, it 

had occurred without the need for an election. Elections could no longer guarantee a 

majority for one party, SO in order to provide a government, whether after an 

election or as an alternative mid-term, parties and politicians would need to co

operate and decide. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The 1993 to 1996 parliamentary term represented a serendipitous transition period 

for New Zealand politics, from a simple plurality electoral system to one of 

proportional representation. Not only did the 1993 election endorse this change 

through the victory of the MMP option in the referendum, but more New 

102See MPs' expectations of the likely number of parties to be represented in Chapter Nine of this 
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Zealanders voted for parties other than National and Labour since the two party 

system was established. Although this occurred under FPP rules, and the number of 

New Zealand First and Alliance seats won were relatively small, the National 

government had the smallest of possible margins over the opposition in parliament. 

Combined with the knowledge that the next election would probably be fought 

under the new MMP system, a significant number of MPs saw an opportunity to 

form their own parties. 

Although Duverger hypothesises that psychological effects usually manifest 

themselves over a series of elections under a new electoral system, a high level of 

expectation surrounding MMP meant that a unique pre-emptive psychological effect 

developed when it was realised early on that the new electoral system would 

represent smaller parties more fairly than the old system. The closeness of the 1993 

result also gave the newly-formed parliamentary parties the opportunity to exercise 

power, while not seriously threatening governmental stability. A one-off factor which 

may have had a significant influence was the need for most of these incumbent MPs 

to ensure that they were re-elected, given the shrinking number of constituency seats 

available under the new system. 

However, the psychological effects were also apparent in the wider number 

of electoral parties preparing to contest the first MMP election. Although not greater 

than those competing in the 1987 FPP election, the number of electoral parties in 

1996 was consistent with a general increase since the 1950s. Perhaps more markedly 

than in the past, parties aimed to contest several of the most significant issue 

dimensions, with increased competition for votes based on the socioeconomic, 

ethnic and postmaterialist cleavages. 

This thesis argues that these cleavages have a relative saliency, and at this 

time the complex dynamics surrounding the socioeconomic dimension resulting 

from party dealignment meant that this cleavage was supporting more parties than 

usual. At other times issues of ethnicity, environmentalism, or social liberalism versus 

conservatism may become more prominent, and justify separate parties. However, 

New Zealand society is less fundamentally split by these divisions, and the success of 

parties expressing them depends on how many other parties are competing for this 

thesis. 
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vote. It has already been shown that the two Christian parties combined so as to 

maximise their chances of making the five percent threshold, and it is inevitable that 

this plurality-like reverse psychological effect will continue once all of the mechanical 

implications of MMP are demonstrated. In addition to these institutional and societal 

factors, the number of parties in parliament also depends upon successful political 

mobilisation, to which the 'excessive' number of parties defining themselves along 

the socioeconomic dimension is also a testament. 

Although this period began with an election held under FPP and a slim single 

party majority government, the fractionalisation of the parliamentary party system 

gave an opportunity to test the alternative governing arrangements which are more 

likely to result under MMP. A hung parliament set the tone as opposition parties (the 

Alliance and Labour) acted in different ways to ensure stable government. And yet 

this period was marked by governments of comparatively short duration, even 

shorter on average than the governments of the pre-party era. Here the effect of the 

old electoral system was minimal, as it had manufactured majorities for National in 

1990 and 1993. 

Instead, New Zealand experienced coalition majority governments, coalition 

minority governments and a single party minority government, due to the actions of 

MPs as they left the parties they were elected under and formed or joined others. 

This is supported by analysis of the terminations of the various governments, which 

reveal predominantly 'political' motives for each example of parliamentary and 

governmental dissension. However, with the onset of MMP as an all-important 

factor in the decisions of those 'party-hoppers', the electoral system cannot be totally 

divorced as at least an indirect influence on governmental stability. It could be argued 

more strongly than the 'non-single party majority' nature of these different types of 

government had a more direct link to instability, but in each case of governmental 

change a majority on supply and confidence issues was always provided for the 

government. 

This brings into question the traditional notion that government 

"termination" implies a negative outcome for governmental stability. It was 

demonstrated that the literature does not provide for categories of government 

change which imply a shift in majority/minority status, or for the possibility that an 

aggregation of parties in government also constitutes a change. Thus from 1993-1996 
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we saw similar elements of the "stable instability" which characterised New Zealand 

politics in the nineteenth century, whereby nominal changes of government disguised 

a high degree of continuity in Executive personnel. In fact, this continuity was of a 

much higher degree because the existence of parties structured the consistency of the 

executive. However, under MMP the parties in coalition government are likely to be 

more fairly represented in Cabinet, and so 'governmental change' in the composition 

of parties will be somewhat more fundamental than in this term. It may also be that, 

having won seats in an MMP election, parties are more willing to bring down a 

government, particularly if they are able to do this by formulating an alternative 

administration without the need for an early election. Nevertheless, the widening of 

the range of options under MMP makes it likely that some parties will be able to 

continue in power across changes in the governing formula, thereby enhancing the 

chances for stability. 

In conclusion, it is worthwhile to remember the theory posited by Sartori in 

Chapter One, that PR systems are "weak" because they tend to have no or low 

impact upon the party system. In other words, Chapter Six demonstrated that while 

MMP poses some thresholds to smaller parties, there is less chance of a reductive 

effect on the number of parties than under plurality, and a greater likelihood that no 

party will win a manufactured majority. Therefore decisions on who forms the 

government as well as how long they last are more explicitly dependent upon the 

behaviour of MPs. What both sections of this chapter have shown is that where 

some MPs calculate that something is to their electoral advantage, then they are likely 

to pursue it. This can apply equally to defection from one party to another as it can 

to the active preservation of stability. The following chapter will examine what other 

constitutional factors exist in New Zealand to manage governmental stability, given 

that elections under MMP are less likely to produce a clear and immediate result. 



CHAPTER EIGHT 

Constitutional Factors affecting 
Stability 

[Under lvIMPj No party will ever get more than 50 per cent of the vote. 
At this point the Governor-General will feel distinctly underpaid. 

David Lange, New Zealand Prime Minister, 1984-1989 1 

From the previous two chapters it has been demonstrated that for institutional and 

sociological reasons, a single party is less likely to gain a majority of seats in 

parliament under an MMP electoral system.2 According to the classic theory 

outlined in Chapter One, the lack of a single party majority government and the 

fractionalisation of parliamentary parties which causes this are purported to lead to 

greater instability. The aim of this chapter is to discover how New Zealand's 

constitutional context might affect the stability of governments under MMP. Given 

the definition of government stability as being a function of the duration of a 

government, it is fitting that the constitutional components that matter most for 

stability are those which regulate the formation and termination of governments. As 

it was pointed out in Chapter Two, the comparative utility of duration as a proxy for 

stability may be limited by institutional factors in individual countries which serve to 

shape the tenure of a government. What follows is an attempt to ascertain what rules 

exist to manage stability and change in the likelihood that a multiparty system will 

[The Dominion, 6 April 1992. 

20f course, it is still possible that a single party may 'earn' a majority once the party system 
realigns, and there are indications at the time of writing that both major parties have recovered 
to the 40% level in public opinion polls. However, under MMP it is much less likely that a 
parliamentary majority will be manufactured from an electoral plurality, as it was so often 
under FPP (see Chapter Five). 
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emerge in New Zealand under MMP. Rules are important because they set limits on 

the range of possible behaviour, and sometimes they favour certain outcomes. It is 

also important to note that most of the institutional measures surrounding 

government change in New Zealand have not been significantly altered with the 

change of electoral system. 

THE MODEL OUTLINED 

In most countries the rules which direct the formation and termination of 

governments are embodied in the constitution. New Zealand's constitution is not 

contained in any single entrenched document, but is instead a composite of statutory 

law and convention. The legal rules will often create wide powers or discretion, but 

their operation will be coloured by the conventional rules which prescribe that those 

powers should be exercised only in a certain limited manner. The sanctions for 

breach of convention are political, and rest with Parliament, public opinion and 

ultimately with the electorate. New Zealand's constitutional position can be 

summarised in the equation: constitutional conventions plus constitutional law equal 

the total constitution of the country.3 

While examining the operation of PR systems in Europe, a sub-committee of 

the Standing Orders Committee of the House of Representatives found that each 

country visited had a rule or a convention which, while it may not have been its 

central explicit purpose, served to support stability.4 This chapter will examine 

whether New Zealand's constitution provides any similar safeguards for stability 

under an electoral system which is less likely to provide single party majority 

governments. From these formal and informal sources of the constitution, the 

author has composed a basic diagram of the institutional process of forming and 

changing governments (see Figure 8.1). This diagram is intended to model the 

continuous and perpetual motion of government survival and termination, so as to 

account for changes of government post election or mid term. This chapter will be 

3Cabinet Office (1996) Cabinet Office Manual, Wellington, p.4. 

4Hon. Wyatt Creech MP (1996)MMP-Learning from Europe and Preparing Parliament, Speech 
to Public Law students, 8 August, University of Canterbury, Christchurch. 
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devoted to explaining how constitutional factors at each stage of the diagram have 

an affect on governmental stability, and although there is some overlap it will be 

organised accordingly. 

Figure 8.1: Model of Government Survival and Change 

in New Zealand 

Electio 

Clear Result Uncertain Result 

\----------
Survival 

Alternative I Political 
Available +~ ------I Termination 

Elections 

/ ~...-I--------. 
Early 
Dissolution 

1 
No Alternative 

1-----+ Available 

The analysis of the model begins with elections, as the intersection between the 

workings of the electoral system and the remainder of the constitution dealing with 

government formation and change. We have already seen that MMP elections are 

less likely to produce a parliamentary majority for one party, and there is an 

assumption that this necessarily means the resultant governments will be unstable 

simply because parties will need to work together. It might also be assumed that such 
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instability in PR systems equates to a greater frequency of elections when 

governments fall. 

The replacement of the Electoral Act 1956 with its 1993 counterpart 

modifies many features of the electoral system, but elections themselves are still 

scheduled to be held once every three years, unless an early dissolution of Parliament 

is granted. New Zealand's constitutional framework provides for a range of scenarios 

where unscheduled elections may be held, and these will be discussed in more detail 

below. Given that an early dissolution is still possible under MMP, and some would 

say more probable, there have been suggestions from political quarters that a "fixed 

term" for parliament be introduced.s. 

Fixed parliamentary terms are employed in many countries including 

Norway, Brazil, China, Indonesia, and the United States, as well as the Australian 

Capital Territory,6 and would not only require elections to be scheduled for every 

three years, but that these would be the only elections held. In other words, if a 

government terminates mid-term, then another government would need to be 

formed from the existing parliament without recourse to an election. Some think 

that this would force politicians to come up with workable governing arrangements, 

with the knowledge that these would be required to last the full three years. 7 If they 

did not, it would be up to other parties to provide stability rather than running to the 

electorate. 

However, this argument takes a highly optimistic view of the possibilities of 

co-operation in a multiparty context, making the assumption that an agreement can 

always be reached and that it can be sustained until the end of the parliamentary 

term. Yet if dissolution is impossible, the result can just as easily be deadlock rather 

than agreement and a constructive compromise, if relations between parties are bad 

5Such calls arose in 1996 when speculation surrounded the naming of the election date following 
the resignation of Michael Laws, which gave Prime Minister Bolger the option of holding a 
by-election in Hawkes Bay or calling an election within six months. The Rt. Hon. Jonathan 
Hunt said he would promote the idea of a fixed parliamentary term if returned at the 1996 
election, and in this he was supported by several others including United Cabinet Minister 
Peter Dunne (New Zealand Herald, 7 May 1996). 

6Christchurch Press, 12 October 1996, p.23. The A.c.T. uses proportional representation to elect 
its 17 member State Assembly, and has fixed terms for a Parliament of three years. 

71n Norway the fixed term forces a discipline on aberrant behaviour by opposition parties when 
the government is in a permanent minority situation. 
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enough to threaten stability in the first place.s Thus it could be foreseen that there 

may be times when an early election is publicly desirable, as a form of euthanasia for 

a weak government which only survives because it is constitutionally required, but 

does not possess the strength in parliament to pass important measures. Or at other 

times, the live threat of an early election may have a stabilising effect if it is used to 

discipline wayward government MPs or even coalition partners, as they would stand 

out as the catalysts for the fall of the government. Finally, while a fixed term may 

mean that there will be no early dissolution of parliament, it does not necessarily 

prevent a change between elections through a loss of confidence in the government 

and its replacement by an alternative government from the House. 

Although it raises interesting arguments about the use or non-use of early 

dissolutions, it is unlikely at the time of writing that fixed terms will be adopted as 

law in the near future. The potential opprobrium from the electorate towards a party 

which causes an early election may effectively mean that New Zealand already has an 

informal fixed term anyway, as there have only been two 'unscheduled' elections this 

century. However, the fact that the idea of a fixed term has been raised by politicians 

themselves adds to a theme of this thesis that MPs have a vested interest in 

preserving stability. The next chapter will examine their views on this and other 

questions relating to stability. 

A Clear Result 

As we have seen from Chapter Five, in most cases since the 1930s the simple 

plurality electoral system has produced (and in many cases manufactured) 

parliamentary majorities for one of the two major parties. The results have often 

been so clear-cut that New Zealanders have known what the government will be 

before they go to bed on election night. At other times the result has been so close 

that the government has not been decided until special votes have been counted and 

recounts made by the return of the writs, ten days after the election. The 1993 

election signalled that election results would probably not be clear for some time due 

8Vernon Bogdanor (1984) What is Proportional Representation?, Martin Robertson & Company, 
Oxford, p.135. 



Chapter Eight 342 

to the increase in the number of parliamentary parties on a simple count to at least 

four. 

MMP elections more accurately reflect the fractionalisation of the electoral 

party system in the make-up of the parliamentary party system. If multipartism is to 

continue in some form, then the more proportional distribution of seats among 

parties is likely to significantly reduce the opportunity for one party to achieve a 

single party majority. Although still possible, the fact that no party in New Zealand 

has achieved over half of the popular vote since 1951 means that it is unlikely that 

election nights will deliver an instant government. Instead this will result from 

negotiations between the parties to determine who will rule, either as a coalition of 

two or more parties with a majority in the House, or as a single party or coalition 

minority government that can draw upon sufficient support from other parties to 

maintain the confidence of the majority of the House. 

Nevertheless, under MMP there may still be a scenario which could deliver a 

clear result on election night. More likely than the majority victory of a single party is 

the possibility that parties may form pre-election coalitions or an agreement to 

coalesce after th~ election.9 Thinking beyond the first MMP election, this situation 

may arise more commonly when a coalition already in power seeks a mandate for its 

continuance. Since 1972 in Germany, the partners in an incumbent coalition have 

declared whether they would continue to govern jointly if the result permits it. On 

the face of it, if these "committed" parties win a combined majority of the seats in 

parliament, one might expect that the announcement of the government would 

come relatively soon after the results were clear. 

However, the number of votes that each partner receives may affect the 

speed and shape of this decision rather than the probable outcome. If one of the 

parties receives more or less support than expected when it first agreed to a pre

election arrangement, then the parties may wish to re-negotiate and redistribute the 

ministerial spoils or redirect the policy focus, in line with the actual election result. 

For example, a party which expected to be the junior partner in the coalition may 

end-up as the senior partner if the electoral returns work in its favour. Similarly, if 

9 Although at the time of writing, public opinion polls indicate that voters are returning to the 
major parties, which may indicate a desire for a more "decisive" election result. 
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the partners expected to WIn a combined majority of seats and win a minority 

instead, then they would have to spend time negotiating with another party or parties 

to guarantee support. Although it is possible that a committed party may deCide to 

coalesce with someone else or form a minority government on their own, unless the 

pre-election coalition partner acquiesces to such a move it will prove very unpopular, 

given the understanding that was given to the electorate. 

Although in 1996 the Alliance had insisted that any coalition deals it made 

would be settled before the election, the political gamble of not knowing what the 

actual results would be for each party was probably the reason why this proposed 

informal convention was rejected by the other parties. Most parties preferred to 

know their relative strength in the House before they embarked on agreements, and 

if this philosophy remains then it is likely that there will be some uncertainty as to 

who will form a government after an election. Although this need not prevent a 

declaration of general intention being made before the election, parties may surmise 

that any degree of commitment to work with another party might deter potential 

voters who might not favour such an arrangement. Thus it appears as if each party· 

will put its programme before the electorate, whereby voters will decide how much 

weight to give to each of these party platforms. After the election, a compromise is 

likely to be formed between the parties themselves, taking into account the support 

given to each party's programme by voters. 

Thus the electoral institution shifts from being the method for deciding who 

will govern in the two party period under FPP, to being primarily a tool for 

determining the make-up of the House under MMP. In fact, this is like a shift back 

in time, for as we saw in Chapters Three and Four, before the advent of parties and 

in the three party era the responsibility of forming a government lay with MPs once 

elected, rather than as an immediate function of elections. The grouping of MPs 

under two major parties and their adherence to party discipline then not only made it 

probable that one party would gain a majority of the seats, but also that once this 

election result was known it could be safely assumed, almost without pausing to 

think about it, that the MPs of that party were united as a government. 

Thus although previously elections have decided not only the make-up of 

parliament but also the likely government, it was the action of the MPs themselves 

which effectively determined in advance that a party could rule as a government. 
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Under MMP, as with pre-party and three-party politics in New Zealand, 

constitutional elections may be merely the beginning of the government formation 

process, by simply providing for the election of a parliament. The formation of a 

government after the legislature is elected will probably be completed by the elected 

members themselves. For this role to revert back to elections again would require 

parties to coalesce or aggregate before an election. If this fails to occur, then it is 

likely that MMP elections will produce an unclear result in terms of which parties 

will govern. 

An Uncertain Result 

Given that an MMP election is unlikely to result in a clear majority for anyone party, 

there must be some other method than an election for deciding the government. 

Although New Zealand was accustomed to uncertain election results from the 1850s 

to the 1930s, there are surprisingly few rules or institutions to regulate or facilitate 

government formation. Before the advent of parties, governments were often 

formed on an informal basis by MPs who wished to govern and those who wanted 

to secure the ear of government. 

Once parties had formed and a three party system followed, the closeness of 

several election results still meant that party leaders often had to secure the support 

of Independent MPs (and in United's case in 1928, the Labour Party) before they 

could claim to govern. In both pre-party and early party eras in New Zealand, 

prospective governments were able to postpone the opening of parliament until the 

situation became clear, often until the following year. This gave many leaders the 

necessary breathing space to negotiate with waverers and independents, as well as to 

ascertain the results of the frequent electoral petitions and recounts launched in 

those days. This was certainly a crucial factor in the tenuous survival of the Ward 

government in 1912, and several of the close elections that followed. 

In other words, when elections have consistently produced uncertain results 

in New Zealand in the past, it has been the politicians who have negotiated to form 

a government in preparation for a meeting of parliament. Although in the past those 

who wished to form a government favoured the delay of parliament for as long as 

possible, much of the rationale for this lay behind the fact that they had to conduct a 



Chapter Eight 345 

complex series of negotiations with multiple individuals or blocks of MPs. However, 

those who stalled too long were often subject to criticism from a public eager to 

have the result of the election settled, as was the case after the 1911 election when 

Ward unsuccessfully tried to delay the meeting of parliament until June 1912. In this 

case, the Governor-General Lord Islington considered that to authorise such a delay 

would place him in a difficult position, and obliged Ward to summon the new 

parliament in February of the new year. to While Islington was to be guided by the 

advice of Ward as a responsible minister of the Executive, this presupposed that 

Ward had the confidence of the House. As the 1911 election result made this 

uncertain to say the least, the only way to ascertain this knowledge was for 

parliament to assemble and clear up the doubt. 

The situation under }.lIMP is somewhat different. Under the 1986 

Constitution Act, parliament must meet six weeks after return of the writs, or about 

eight weeks after the election, which removes some of the pressure that Islington 

faced away from the role of the Governor-General. Technological advancements in 

communication and vote-counting procedures mean that results can be aggregated 

much more quickly than seventy years ago, and the chances of errors in counting 

have also been significantly reduced. Moreover, given the more cohesive nature of 

party groupings, negotiations for government formation will be largely conducted 

between at least two more-or-less unitary actors. l1 Finally, there is the pressure of 

public opinion on politicians to reach a solution in a relatively short period of time, 

in order to increase certainty and restore stability. Speaking before the 1996 General 

Election, Prime Minister Jim Bolger said that if the post-election situation remained 

unclear for some time "I might decide to call Parliament at an earlier stage than 

might otherwise have been required, in an attempt to clarify the situation."12 

Although the meeting of parliament was delayed in the past, once it did meet 

the question of who would govern quickly came to the fore. Thus the eight week 

window of opportunity prescribed by the constitution provides an informal but 

powerful impetus for politicians to settle on a government and test its confidence in 

IOBassett, 1982, pp.5-6. 

II Although negotiators for each party need to consult with their own caucuses on the proposed 
deal. 
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the House. However, it remains informal: there is no constitutional requirement for 

there to be a government when parliament meets. It is perfectly legitimate for 

parliament to meet, elect a Speaker, swear in maiden MPs, and then adjourn without 

having resolved the question of who is to govern. The election of a Speaker might 

serve as a test of the incumbent government's confidence, as it did after the 1890 

election for Atkinson's government,B but this might unnecessarily politicise the role 

of Speaker. 

It would not be unreasonable to predict that the longer it takes to form a 

government, the more unstable the political environment will be. As a factor in 

causing instability, this time factor in the negotiation of a government can be 

mitigated to some degree by the conventions for "caretaker" government that have 

been established. 

Although the notion of caretaker government was not foreign to New Zealand 

politics in the era when elections led to unclear results, instability often threatened in 

these transition periods because there was uncertainty over what a caretaker· 

government could and could not do. Even if the incumbent government looked as if 

it might be able to govern again, until the time when its majority could be confirmed 

its mandate was uncertain. It was assumed that until that time a caretaker 

government should constrain its actions and not embark on any legislation that 

could be deemed controversial. Thus the first arm of the convention regarding 

caretaker government deals with the situation in which it is clear who will form the 

next government, but they have not yet taken office. 

With the clear results that the two party system gave under FPP, such 

notions were rarely tested until the aftermath of the 1984 election. Although clearly 

defeated, the incumbent caretaker Prime Minister Robert Muldoon refused the 

advice of the new but yet to be sworn in Prime Minister David Lange to devalue the 

New Zealand dollar. As a result of the hiatus in 1984, the new Labour government 

12New Zealand Herald, 18 October 1996. 

l30n this occasion the election of the Speaker became a 'party' question for the first time. 
Atkinson's incumbent government put up their own candidate as did the Opposition (soon to 
be known as the Liberals) led by Ballance. When the House divided on the matter they did so 
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went about tightening up the transition between administrations, and embodied this 

in the 1986 Constitution Act. 14 The requirement for parliament to meet within six 

weeks of the return of the writs was part of this reform, and a series of conventions 

have been developed to guide a caretaker government in its actions, most recendy 

restated in a 1995 Cabinet Office paper and the 1996 Cabinet Office Manual. 1S 

The second arm of the convention was tested after the 1993 general election, 

and deals with the situation in which it is not clear who will form the next 

government. The Cabinet circular advises that longer and more frequent periods of 

caretaker government are the likely outcome of MMP elections because they are less 

likely to produce clear results, but that during this hiatus the incumbent 

administration still exercises lawful authority with executive powers and 

responsibilities. It is required to stay in office until the political situation is resolved, a 

successor appointed or another election is held. But it is expected to exercise 

restraint and not take new policy initiatives, make major appointments, sign 

contracts or do anything which could limit the freedom of the incoming 

government. These conventions were applied immediately after the 1993 election 

when National refrained from making any significant decisions until the final vote 

count guaranteed its tiny parliamentary majority. Where decisions were urgent, 

temporary arrangements were considered or decisions taken only after consulting 

with the other party leaders.16 

Under the second arm of the convention, it may also be likely that caretaker 

governments will need to be employed if a government loses confidence mid-term, 

thereby also allowing for the continuation of government in an unscheduled power 

vacuum,17 However, whether they occur in either a post-election or mid-term 

scenario, periods of caretaker governments are also limited informally by statutes 

relating to the continued operation of government. For example, the Fiscal 

Responsibility Act requires the Minister of Finance to produce a budget policy 

along clear 'party' lines, such that when the Opposition candidate won Atkinson's government 
duly resigned (Hamer, 1988, pp.13-14). 

14NZPD (1986) vo1.476, 3 December, p.5850. 

15Cabinet Office Circular (1995) Conduct During Periods of Caretaker Government, CO (95) 15, 
19 December; Cabinet Office, 1996, Chapter 2, paras.2.35-2.51, pp.20-23. 

16Cabinet Office Circular, 1995, CO (95) 15, p.2. 
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statement by 31 March in each year, and supply will only last as long as the imprest 

of the previous Parliament is in place. Although caretaker governments are able to 

introduce an Imprest Supply Bill if necessary, resolving this issue with parliament 

could be difficult in a situation where the identity of the next government is in 

doubt, according to one National Cabinet Minister. 18 However, it would be a foolish 

party indeed which denied a caretaker government supply, without providing an 

alternative government which had the support of a majority of the House instead. 

Nevertheless, although there are no specified technical limits on the length of time 

taken to form a government, there are indirect pressures for a speedy result given the 

meeting of the House, the limited powers of a caretaker government, and public 

opinion. 

In countries where unclear election results are more commonplace than in New 

Zealand, conventions have been developed which establish the involvement of a 

third party in negotiations between parties, so that a process develops which is in 

some way regulated. Often an informateur is appointed to oversee negotiations 

between parties, and to report back on developments to the Head of State, but it is 

crucial that this person is seen to be above politics by the parties and the public 

alike. 19 If anything, this intermediary layer between the politicians and the Head of 

State is intended to further remove the latter from involvement in the government 

formation process, so they are untainted by accusations of partisan bias when they 

appoint a government which has for all practical purposes already been confirmed. 

An Informateur was first employed in Belgium in 1935, but they have also 

been used in Denmark, the Netherlands and Norway. In Belgium and the 

Netherlands they are part of a complex and highly ritualised process, and are 

indispensable to the formation of a government. This is a more active role than that 

taken by informateurs in Denmark and Sweden, where they register the opinions of 

party leaders and report them to the monarch: in Belgium and the Netherlands they 

17Ibid., p.2. 

18Creech, 1996, speech notes. 

19In the Netherlands the monarch is responsible for appointing someone to oversee the 
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actually attempt to secure agreement both on the distribution of posts and the 

composition and programme of government. However, in most cases the 

Informateur is not mentioned in the written constitutions of these countries, as it is 

an idea which has developed naturally by evolution.2o 

The Netherlands provides an example of the type of process which uses a 

third party as an interface between Crown and Parliament. The Queen takes advice 

in person from party leaders on which party should try and take the lead on forming 

a government. She then appoints an informateur, often a respected retired politician, 

to begin negotiations with three or four prospective partners. The informateur keeps 

the media informed about what is happening and produces a written report of 

his/her recommendations. That person recommends the appointment of a 

"formateur"- the likely PM- when it becomes clear which parties can form a 

majority. The formateur then leads negotiations from broad agreement to a detailed 

policy programme for the coalition.21 It has been said that because the method of 

forming a government in the Netherlands is so tortuous, politicians feel a reluctance 

to bring the subsequent government down. 22 

There have been suggestions that the Speaker of the House could fill such a 

role as informateur for the process of government formation in New Zealand.23 In 

Norway the Speaker, after consulting party leaders, advises the King of who to ask 

to form a government. In Sweden, the 1974 Instrument of Government deprives the 

monarch of any role in the formation of government, and designates the Speaker as 

being responsible for initiating the government-formation process.24 

On a formal level, the Speaker of the House in New Zealand retains the role 

of acting as intermediary between Parliament and the Crown, as he or she formally 

negotiations, after discussing with party leaders which person they would like to see perform 
that role. 

20Vernon Bogdanor (1983b) Multi-Party Politics and the Constitution, Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge, pp.130-132. 

2lNew Zealand Herald, 29 October 1996. 

22Subcommittee of the Standing Orders Committee (1995) Memorandum for Cabinet: Report on 
Overseas Travel. 31 May, p.2. 

23Speaker of the House (1993-1996) the Hon. Peter Tapsell was one of those who thought it 
"inevitable ... that the Speaker will have a role in advising the Governor-General on whom to 
send for following the election" (New Zealand Herald, 11 July 1995, p.7). 

24For as Article I of the Instrument states: "All public power in Sweden emanates from the 
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presents to the Governor-General, and conveys messages from the Governor

General to Parliament. The Speaker's major role now is to act as chairperson of the 

House, presiding over deliberation, keeping order during debates, and where 

necessary deciding on points of procedure. In this country the Speaker remains a 

member of his or her party, but eschews a partisan role, and does not attend any 

party caucuses during the session. Until recently, the Speaker did not vote in 

divisions, except to break a tie, but he or she could speak and vote in the committee 

stages of a bill,25 

Although their position In parliament may place the Speaker in a good 

position to assess the feasibility of various government options, it may be difficult 

coming from such an adversarial system to see the Speaker in a neutral light. Given 

the change to MMP, the Speakership has moved towards a much more formal party 

role so that the proportionality of the House is upheld. The new Standing Orders of 

1996 replaces the Speaker's traditional right to a casting vote in the event of a tie, 

with the freedom to make a deliberative vote with the others in his or her party on 

all divisions. 2G Thus the direction in which the Speaker is moving is towards being 

another participating member, but this may give rise to criticism that in making 

decisions in the House, the Speaker has acted in a partisan way. If the Speaker were 

then given the additional responsibility of intervening in the government formation 

process, there lies an even greater risk that s/he would be accused of partisan bias. 

Intervention would entirely alter the Speaker's position, for instead of 

remaining above and apart from the political battle, s/he would become deeply 

involved in party negotiations, and this could detract from his/her authority in the 

House.27 This expanded political role for the Speaker may also make the very post 

itself more contentious, as the Swedes found after 1974 when the election to the 

people" (Bogdanor, 1983b, p.126). 

25S tanding Orders of the House of Representatives (1986) Government Printer, Wellington, SO 
136, p.53. 

26Standing Orders Committee (1995) Report of the Standing Orders Committee: Review of 
Standing Orders, AJHR, voI.XXVI, U8A, p.13. Under the new Standing Orders, in the event 
of a tie on a vote the question is lost (Standing Orders of the House of Representatives (1996) 
Published by order of the House of Representatives, Wellington, SO 157, p.38). 

27Bogdanor, 1984, p.132. 
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Speakership was contested for the first time.28 Further, the requirement that the 

Speaker would need to be well-informed about the internal developments in parties 

may serve to put their impartiality under further strain. The Speaker is still also 

reliant on his/her party for re-election, which may naturally lead to suspicion that the 

Speaker may act to further the interests of his/her own party in overseeing the 

negotiations to form a government. Finally, the ability of the Speaker to be 

successful in conducting negotiations between parties would also depend on their 

individual personalities, as this role would place different demands on the position 

than what is usually required. Therefore partisan considerations and personality 

factors are likely to make it difficult to discover a mediator whom all parties would 

accept as genuinely neutral. 

Such problems raise the question of whether another body is needed to interpose 

between the Governor-General and the politicians in the process of government 

formation, or more importantly, between the political parties themselves. Another 

suggestion which has arisen in the search for some stringency about the government 

formation process under MMP is that the Governor-General should play a more 

direct role. In most countries which operate under a PR electoral system, the Head 

of State plays a role in forming the government, even if it is simply to appoint an 

informateur.29 However, the main tension which exists in the idea that the Head of 

State should take an interventionist role in government formation in New Zealand 

derives from the ambiguity of the Head of State's own constitutional position. 

In New Zealand the Governor-General assumes the role of the Head of 

State, the Queen or I<ing of England, under the Letters Patent last updated in 1983, 

and reaffirmed in the 1986 Constitution Act. Although the Queen (represented by 

the Governor-General) "reigns" as a matter of law, as a matter of convention the 

Crown acts only on the advice of the Prime Minister who has the support of the 

House of Representatives. Thus the Government "rules", through the Ministry 

28Bogdanor, 1983b, p.128. 

29In monarchies such as Denmark, Norway, the Netherlands, and Belgium, the constitution plays 
a purely formal role, offering nothing more than emblematic statements to the effect that the 
monarch appoints and dismisses ministers. Generally, conventions dictate the Head of State 
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which is responsible to the House, as a result of the electoral process and the 

political contest.30 Because of this ascendancy of parliamentary democracy over 

monarchy, the Governor-General must have responsible advisors at all times. 

However, there also exists a series of residual "reserve powers" left open to the 

Sovereign's discretion, which have hence been transferred to the Governor-General. 

These include the power to exercise independent judgment on the 

appointment and/or dismissal of a Prime Minister, and on a prime ministerial 

request for an early dissolution of parliament.31 Normally the powers of the 

Governor-General are circumscribed by the advice given by the responsible ministry, 

so that the s/he merely signs-off on decisions made by the Prime Minister and 

Cabinet who have the support of the House. In this way the Governor-General is 

removed from political decision-making, as is only right for an essentially appointed 

and unelected entity, for the government of the day is able to be held accountable at 

the polls or in parliament for its actions. The use of the Crown's reserve powers has 

not only declined as parliament and responsible government have increasingly 

dominated, but have also atrophied as a result of the growth of the party system and 

its interaction with the electoral system. 

In particular, the ability of the Governor-General to appoint the Prime 

Minister is the most relevant reserve power s/he holds when an election has not 

brought a clear result, or in an interregnum period after the 'political' termination of 

a government. Following the advent of responsible government in New Zealand in 

1856, the appointment of Premiers (or Prime Ministers from 1906) came through the 

initiative of Parliament rather than the Governor. Although constitutional theory 

permitted the Crown to send for any "trusty and well-beloved" subject to form a 

government, constitutional practice narrowed this choice to somebody the lower 

House would support.32 But if the Crown was to act only on the advice of its 

responsible ministers, this opened up the possibility that the reserve powers could be 

sees all parties, or in Belgium only the larger parties, in order of size (Bogdanor, 1983b, 
p.135). 

30Sir Kenneth Keith (1994) 011 the Constitution of New Zealand, Political Science, vol.44 no.l, 
July, pp.30-31. 

31Philip A. Joseph (1993) Constitutional and Administrative Law in New Zealand, The Law Book 
Company, Sydney, p.591. 

32Lipson, 1948, p.1l5. 
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employed in the period between the exit of a defeated ministry and the incoming of 

its successor, as it could be argued that once the premier was defeated the governor 

was no longer bound by his advice. Against this it was contended that a resigning 

premier still remained the responsible advisor of the Crown until the appointment of 

a successor, and for a Governor to seek advice elsewhere was to commit the graver 

constitutional error of consulting a private citizen. In practice, governors sometimes 

asked the advice of the outgoing premier, and sometimes they did not. 33 

It should be remembered from Chapter Three that these cases where a new 

government had to be appointed usually arose from defeats of the government in 

the House, rather than from an unclear election result. It was thought by some 

leading politicians of the day that this required the premier, beaten in a division of 

the House, to advise that the mover of the victorious motion or amendment be sent 

for. Sometimes the mover might only be a subordinate figure in the opposition put 

up as a front, in which case some discretion was necessary to invite the "real" leader 

to form a government.34 Thus the precedents surrounding the choice of premier 

were somewhat confused, with cases being quoted to justify widely divergent 

procedures. Whenever Parliament included an organised majority, the Governor 

invited its leader to head the government, but while parties were undeveloped, the 

choice of a premier lay with the Governor by default. 

With the arrival of the Liberal party and its regular wmmng of a 

parliamentary majority (sometimes manufactured) at elections, the premier became 

clearly and automatically designated as the leader of the party with a majority of 

votes. This was also the case where a government was defeated in a division of the 

House, as in 1912 after MacKenzie's resignation, where Massey as the leader of the 

opposition was the clearly indicated successor. Although there was to follow a period 

33Fox (in 1856 and 1862), Sewell (1856) and Weld (1865) were asked after they were defeated to 
suggest who should form the next cabinet. However, when Stafford resigned in 1872 without 
giving advice to the Governor, he was criticised by Fox for not naming a successor, to which 
Stafford argued that this was neither usual nor necessary. Grey was not asked for his advice in 
1879, which led him to criticise the governor, who acted on his own initiative in sending for 
Hall (Ibid., p.116). 

34Thus when Atkinson was defeated in 1877 on a motion put by Larnach, the Governor rightly 
sent for Grey who appeared to be the real opposition leader. However, when the Stout-Vogel 
ministry was quickly defeated in 1884, the Governor made the mistake of sending for the 
member who had proposed the original amendment, and not for Grey or Atkinson who had 
backed him (Ibid., p.117). 
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when both Liberal and Reform prime ministers governed in a minority situation 

under a three party system, the Governor-General did not have the opportunity to 

use his discretion. It might be thought that between parties of sub-majority strength 

no one but the Governor-General could act as arbiter, but in such cases the parties 

themselves normally came to a working arrangement and indicated who should be 

Prime Minister. The most recent example in New Zealand resulted from the 

outcome of the 1928 election, where Reform had clearly lost its majority, yet its 

parliamentary strength still roughly equalled that of United, with Labour holding the 

balance of power. Since some form of two-party combination had to be found, 

Labour agreed to support United as a minority government and the Governor

General then sent for Ward. 

Since that time, the emergence of the two party system and its interaction 

with the simple plurality electoral system has meant that at each election from 1935 

to 1993 one party has gained a parliamentary majority, rarely earned and often 

manufactured by the electoral system. The appointment of the Prime Minister by the 

Governor-General has therefore consisted of a ceremonial formality given the 

candidate's pre-existing support by a majority of MPs, rather than reflecting any 

gubernatorial discretion. 

With the change to MMP, it may be unclear who can form a ministry which 

has the support of the House after an election or following the defeat of a 

government in the House. This effectively leaves the Governor-General without 

responsible advisors. Several commentators have suggested that rather than leaving 

the government formation process up to the politicians, the Governor-General 

could then invoke the reserve powers and appoint as Prime Minister the person they 

consider most likely to garner enough support in the House to govern.35 Some have 

suggested further that s/he might approach each party in turn, from the largest first, 

35Jim Bolger (NZPD{ 1994 }vo1.539, 8 March, p.121), Sir Geoffrey Palmer (Christchurch Press, 7 
February 1994), David Lange (Christchurch Press, 23 May 1995) and Winston Peters 
(Christchurch Press, 13 June 1995) have all predicted a greater role for the Head of State under 
MMP. Auckland University Law Professor Jock Brookfield and Victoria University law 
lecturer Mai Chen have made similar claims that the Governor-General is likely to become 
more involved in the process of government formation and termination under the new 
electoral system (The Dominion, 8 July 1993, p.8). 
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all the way down to the smallest, until a combination is found which is able to attain 

the confidence of the House.36 

However, such approaches could be dangerous both constitutionally and 

politically for several reasons. Although constitutionally permissible, such 

intervention on the part of the Governor-General does not recognise the precedents 

described above. Although the pre-party era did afford some discretion to the 

Governor in government formation, its uneven application has revealed that the 

most relevant principle guiding such decisions was the recognition as premier of 

whoever held a majority of parliamentary support. The burden of proof lay with the 

politicians to prove their majority status, and the advent of political parties served to 

formalise this process through MPs' organisation as an alternative government, with 

the election of a party leader signifying their candidate for Prime Minister. 

Thus the arrival of political parties structured the competition for alternative 

governments and prime ministers, removing the Governor-General one step further 

from the process. Under MMP, which is after all a party-based system, leaders and 

potential governments will continue to emerge from party competition, with the 

difference that no single party is likely to govern as a majority. Thus in contending to 

become part of a government, parties will need to work together to gain either a 

governing or legislative majority, and this will include the need to reconcile 

competing claims from each party leader to the Prime Ministership. As we saw in 

1928, and indeed in the coalition governments of 1915-1919,1931-1935 and 1994-

1996, this was achieved by parties themselves without the need for vice-regal 

intervention. In terms of government formation, what is more important is the need 

to build a majority, to which the question of premiership is more like the 

constitutional facade to what is actually a party decision. 

Furthermore, for a Governor-General to invoke such powers too often 

would go against their special "reserved" nature. The Governor originally held the 

twin capacities of colonial representative of the British government, and 

representative of the Crown by virtue of the royal prerogative. But as the former role 

36Mai Chen (1993) Remedying New Zealand's Constitution in Crisis: Is MMP Part of the 
Answer?, New Zealand Law Journal, 21 January, p.32; Attorney General Hon. Paul East MP, 
quoted in Andrew Stockley (1996) The Governor General and MMP ,New Zealand Law 
Journal, June, p.215. 
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atrophied in successive decades as the emigrants acquired fuller control over their 

own affairs, the powers transferred to the elected government in the process meant 

that effective authority passed from the head of state to the Prime Minster and 

Cabinet. The last half of this century in particular has seen relatively smooth 

transitions of power under the two party system, such that the Governor-General's 

role has evolved into a largely ceremonial and community-affirming one. The sudden 

intervention of the Governor-General in the government formation process with the 

change to MMP would therefore represent a significant break from the evolution of 

that role in New Zealand. 

While a Governor-General could take it upon his or herself to pro-actively 

seek out a prime minister to appoint as the head of government, this might well 

endanger the identity of this position as non-partisan, and hinder the carrying out of 

other important work. To intervene in politics is to imperil the Crown's neutrality, as 

witnessed by the divisions created in Australia when Governor-General Sir John 

Kerr dismissed Prime Minister Gough Whitlam in 1975. Unlike the elected 

politicians, the appointed Governor-General is less able to be held democratically 

accountable for his or her actions, and could never claim a popular mandate in 

acting like a one person electoral college. In any case, it may prove unwise to 

formulate a convention whereby the largest party is asked first whether it is able to 

form a government, when a more stable government might be found in a coalition 

between two smaller parties. The constitutional imperative in such a situation must 

be to appoint a government most likely to have the support of a majority of MPs, 

and a "biggest first" precedent would constrain the flexibility which may be required 

to achieve this. 

Above all, the position of a third party negotiator, whether it be the Speaker, 

Governor-General or some other informateur, is in constant danger of being 

accused of partisan bias if they effectively select who is to govern. Accordingly, the 

position of the present Governor-General Sir l\Ilichael Hardie Boys (a former judge) 

is that the Governor-General should stay outside negotiations, as they are matters 

for parties and politicians to decide and to which they must be ultimately 

accountable.37 Once the potential government has made its decision, Hardie-Boys 

:nSir Michael Hardie Boys (1996) The Role a/the Governor General under MMP, Speech notes 
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emphasises that this should be confirmed in public, so as to make the subsequent 

appointment process by the Governor-General as transparent as possible, and to 

remove that role from potential political controversy.38 

Although it is likely to be in the best interests of politicians to come to an early 

decision on who is to govern, apart from the oncoming sitting of parliament there is 

little in the way of formal rules to encourage a speedy resolution. The greatest 

informal pressure for a result lies with public opinion, and it is this waiting period of 

uncertainty which could prove to be the time of most instability in the whole 

electoral cycle if the public become concerned. This relates to the 'abstract' level of 

stability discussed in the Introduction to this thesis which, although not quantifiable, 

has power if enough people think that the situation is unstable. If it appears as if this 

stage is becoming too prolonged, Hardie Boys has indicated that it might not be 

improper for him to meet with party leaders and offer 'friendly encouragement'.39 

But if, after what seems an unacceptable amount of time, a government has 

yet to be formed, then there may need to be an early dissolution and fresh elections 

to resolve the question. If this course of action is proposed by the incumbent Prime 

Minister acting in a caretaker capacity, the Governor-General may be placed in 

another difficult position as this advice comes from someone who clearly cannot 

command majority support in the House. The Governor-General could safely refuse 

to grant a dissolution requested after an election but before parliament has met, as to 

endorse a second election in such a way would negate the electorate's original verdict 

and would therefore be constitutionally dangerous. Once parliament has met, it is 

much easier to observe whether a government can be formed, and it is important to 

note that when elections have caused hung parliaments in 1911, 1922, and 1928, the 

Governor-General sought the meeting of parliament as soon as possible. 

to an address made to the Institute ofInternational Affairs, 24 May, Wellington, p.8. 

38Ibid., p.8. This convention has also been re-affirmed in the latest edition of the Cabinet Office 
Manual, which states that in situations where it is unclear where the support of the House lies 
(and thus it is unclear who the Governor-General's responsible advisors are) then the "relevant 
processes"(unspecified) should ensure that the elected representatives in the House, and 
especially the party leaders, make clear public decisions on who it is who has that support and 
should then be appointed as the government (1996, p.5). 

39Hardie Boys, 1996, p.9. 
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If a government still seemed unlikely to emerge, then parliament could be 

prorogued until a later date to provide breathing space. But at some stage there 

might need to be an admission that a government is unlikely to be formed from the 

current parliament, and the caretaker Prime Minister would advise a dissolution. If 

this is the case, and if the impasse is genuine, then it may be safer for the Governor

General to ensure that there is majority agreement among politicians that dissolution 

is the best way out of the situation. It would be possible for parties to pass a 

resolution in the House to that effect, to make the Governor-General certain and 

make it public that this was a majority decision. 

Would dissolution and fresh elections settle the matter? One could argue that 

because of the proportional nature of the electoral system, swings against parties 

would not be distorted to the magnitude that they were under FPP, so that parties' 

representation in a new parliament might change but would not be skewed to 

manufacture a majority for anyone of them. Generally under an FPP system, 

dissolution (or at least the threat of it) has been effective when no party has a 

parliamentary majority and a minority government rules, as it sees the chance to win 

a majority of seats from the disproportional effects of the electoral system. 

Conversely, under MMP a party in government may gain or lose support but still not 

be able to govern on its own. A hung parliament is considered an aberration under 

FPP, but may be the norm under a system of PR. 

However, this argument does not take into account the idea that following 

the constitutional turmoil which a request for dissolution entails, the votes that each 

party receives might vary greatly from what it might normally expect from the 

scheduled triennial elections. In other words, those parties which are perceived by 

voters as being responsible for 'dragging the chain' in forming a government and 

ultimately precipitating fresh elections will most likely be punished at the polls. It is 

thought that outside the normal three-year cycle voters do not enjoy elections, and 

they probably enjoy the uncertainty even less. Parties do not enjoy early elections 

either, as they constitute a huge drain on their finances and resources, and would be 

particularly debilitating if they occur shortly after having fought an initial election 

campaign. For these reasons, including the possibility of being seen as the guilty 
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party, the knowledge that dissolution exists as a final option may also encourage 

politicians to come to a quick settlement to avoid instability and uncertainty. In 

Denmark, where minority governments are the norm, the Prime Minister alone has 

the authority to order the dissolution of the House. The threat of an election forces a 

discipline on all to push the government except on an issue of major significance. 

Despite the informal pressures that exist for a speedy resolution of the 

government formation process, there are few hard and fast constitutional rules to 

manage the creation of a government when the election yields an unclear result. If a 

third party attempts to intervene under some broad constitutional doctrine, they are 

necessarily endangered by accusations of partisanship if they activate some element 

of choice. While the Governor-General has the power to appoint, s/he must be 

assured that the prime minister has sufficient support in the House, which effectively 

puts the ball in the court of the MPs anyway. For if a third party cannot make the 

choice, then its role might be reduced to simply arranging and facilitating meetings 

between party leaders. Ultimately parliament decides who will govern, and so it 

seems logical that its members should structure the decision. Parties are well capable 

of organising themselves, and although it can be easily assumed when looking at 

constitutional matters that they operate in a political vacuum, it must be remembered 

that the raison d'etre for most parties is to be in government or to have some 

influence over it. 

Government Established 

Once a government has been formed in New Zealand, whether as the clear result of 

an election, or as the outcome of a process of negotiation between politicians after 

an election or following a government defeat in the House, there is no formal 

requirement for an express vote of confidence in parliament to confirm a party or 

parties as the government. In other systems, like Germany, an affirmative vote is 

required in the legislature to confirm the leader of the government (the Chancellor). 

Part of the majority-forming process in Germany is the reaching of a broad 

agreement on a Chancellor, and to be successful an absolute majority of support in 

the Bundestag must be obtained. Closer to home, most Pacific Island states require 

governments to be expressly confirmed by similar means. The constitutions of the 
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Cook Islands (articles 13 and 14) and Tuvalu (article 63) provide examples, where 

the Constitution of the latter simply states: "The Prime Minister is elected by 

members of the Parliament. "40 Theoretically it should be easier to form a 

government without a "positive" rule, so that 'unnatural majorities' are not forced 

together by constitutional necessity. In any case, it is quite conceivable that after an 

election an amendment might be moved expressing 'confidence' in a certain person 

to lead the government, particularly when there is no point in declaring no 

confidence in a caretaker government.41 

Some have suggested that in New Zealand the election of the Speaker, as the 

first duty of the House when it meets after an election, could serve as an indication 

of who will govern.42 This would be less useful for changes of government which 

occur mid-term, unless the question of the Speakership is specifically raised in 

conjunction with the likely shift of power in the House. The election of Labour MP 

Peter Tapsell as Speaker in 1993 actually served to consolidate National's hold on 

power rather than indicate a change of government. The use of the Speaker's 

appointment as a litmus test for government stability could further politicise the role 

of the Speaker so that s/he would be less suitable to intervene in government

forming negotiations if desired. More importantly, the decisions of the Speaker in 

adjudicating events in the House could be called into question if the post becomes 

keenly contested. 

However, without the requirement of an express vote of confidence in 

parliament for an incoming government, there must still be some certainty that this 

proto-government is able to command enough support from the House so that it 

may be sworn in. In order to appoint a prime minister, the current Governor

General has indicated that as long as there is a public declaration of an agreement to 

govern between party leaders, then he can proceed with ministerial appointments 

40Christchurch Press, 22 March 1996, p.9. 

41David McGee: Clerk of the House (1996a) Interview by the author, 29 August, Wellington. 

42David McGee: Clerk of the House (1995) Parliament under MMP, Lecture to Politics Honours 
Class, 18 September, University of Canterbury, Christchurch; Paul Harris & Elizabeth 
McLeay (1993) The Legislature, in G.R. Hawke (ed.), Changing Politics? The Electoral 
Referendum 1993, Institute of Policy Studies, Victoria University, Wellington, p.1IO. 
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even before parliament meets.43 In fact, before the advent of parties, when 

governments needed to be formed after an election, they were usually settled before 

they faced the House. To wait until the House meets before establishing a 

government seems an unnecessary gamble that could blow up in a very public way 

by leaving negotiations to be continued on the floor of the House. A prior public 

agreement by party leaders to govern does not remove the power of the 

parliamentary majority. Rather, in being consistent with the pattern of New Zealand 

politics in the past, it makes the eventual votes in parliament for or against 

government proposals a foregone conclusion before they are moved in the House. 

However, the power of such prior agreements rests very much on the party 

leader's ability to carry the rest of his or her caucus with him in the House, 

particularly on matters of confidence. Thus although a parliamentary agreement is 

ultimately important, it will not be arranged on the floor of the House if party 

cohesion is strong enough that party leaders may act for their party as a unitary actor. 

Just as the unity of a single party majority government depends on party cohesion, so 

too does any arrangement entered into by parties when no single party has a 

parliamentary majority. 

In such a situation, there are basically three types of government which can 

be established. A coalition majority government is established when two or more 

parties agree to govern with a combined parliamentary majority. Each party is 

represented in Cabinet, and their partnership is likely to be outlined in a coalition 

agreement. While such a pact to govern might satisfy the Governor-General that a 

coalition has the confidence of the House, the establishment of a minority 

government may necessitate a more involved process. Whether a single party or 

coalition minority government, both types rely on other party(ies) to "support" them 

on matters of confidence and supply in' the House, without actually being "in" 

government. If supporting parties give some form of public assurance that such 

support is forthcoming, then the Governor-General is able to appoint a prime 

minister with relative confidence. 

43Sir Michael Hardie Boys (1996a) Speech notes to an address made to the Rotary Club of 
Auckland, 29 July, p.3. 
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Of course, New Zealand has experienced both minority and coalition 

governments several times in the last few years leading up to the 1996 election, 

without the need for the Governor-General to decide whether the government could 

safely continue. But as the Prime Minister had already been appointed after the 1993 

election in a single party majority situation, Jim Bolger merely sought continuance in 

government through the support of other parties. In any case, it is probably fairly 

safe to assume that the Prime Minister kept the Governor-General well-advised of 

the position of the government in the ever-changing make-up of the House, and as it 

turned out the overall 'balance' of the House remained the same. Therefore, even if 

the government changes mid-term there is no formal requirement for it to face an 

express confidence vote when parliament next meets. 

Survival 

The survival of a New Zealand government in office once established is based on a 

simple principle: that it maintains the confidence of the House until the next 

triennial election. Indeed, the need for a ministry to retain the confidence of the 

House is what is meant by responsible government. The advent of cohesive political 

parties introduced greater stability into government, for once elected with a majority, 

it became most unlikely that a government would lose that majority other than at a 

general election. 

Indeed, the actual number of occasions when this may be tested in the 

House is often fairly low, as a confidence motion may only be attached to legislation 

which is sufficiendy wide-ranging to be considered a matter upon which the 

government's whole performance is testable. There are few debates held each 

session on which the scope of the debate is so wide that an amendment declaring an 

express vote of confidence is in order. Because a confidence vote is not attached to any 

particular policy issue, a party opposed to a specific policy but otherwise tolerant of a 

government is not forced to cause its downfall. Debates which permit such an 

amendment are those on the Address in Reply and on an Appropriation (eg. Budget) 

or Imprest Supply Bil1.44 The last successful no confidence motion was carried in 

44McGee, 1994, pp.71-72. 
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1928, as an amendment to the Address in Reply debate after Reform lost its overall 

majority in the election. 

Unlike an express vote of confidence which emanates from the opposition, 

implied votes of confidence derive from the Government's need to obtain the authority of 

Parliament to spend money, to obtain supply. The Government cannot avoid asking 

the House for money without being seen to have abdicated its responsibility to 

govern, and so the passing of an Appropriation Bill or an Imprest Supply Bill 

inevitably raises questions of confidence. However, this does not require an 

amendment from the opposition expressly raising the question of confidence, as any 

vote on the second and third readings of these bills is one which tests the confidence 

of the Government in the House.45 But given the opportunity, the Opposition will 

want to appear pro-active and are likely to move an express vote of confidence 

anyway. Nevertheless, several governments which fell in the House from 1856-1891 

did so through failing to pass a supply bill rather than losing an express vote of 

confidence.46 

However, it 1S possible that the government itself may call a vote of 

confidence on legislation it considers important enough to lose the reins of 

government over. Of course, the real intention of such a move may not be to 

precipitate an early dissolution or the resignation of the ministry, but to pull wayward 

members of its own party or those of a coalition partner into line with the threat of a 

general election. Once again, this assumes that no-one actually wants to be seen as 

responsible for an unscheduled election, unless it is desired by the electorate at large. 

Nevertheless, a no confidence vote may be relatively difficult to prosecute in 

New Zealand due to what political scientists call this country's "negative 

45Ibid., p.72. 

46The second Fox government resigned after losing a vote relating to the control of native affairs 
(NZPD, 1961-63, p.476), while the third Fox government fell after losing three consecutive 
votes relating to the implementation of public works and immigration schemes (NZPD, vo1.13, 
p.156). In June 1884 the Atkinson Government tied and lost two votes relating to supply, 
which led Atkinson to request, and receive, an early dissolution from the Governor to settle the 
matter (NZPD, vo1.48, p.4; vo1.47, pp.193, 312). Similarly, in 1887 after defeats in the House 
on a Tariff Bill (Customs Duties Bill) and other financial proposals of the government, the 
Stout ministry considered its position and asked for a dissolution (NZPD, vol. 57, pp.535, 
540). 
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parliamentarism".47 This term derives from the Scandinavian practice of 

governments remaining in power until they lose a vote of confidence, rather than 

requiring express endorsement from parliament before they are invested. In addition, 

a government does not require an absolute majority of support to survive confidence 

divisions, but only a relative majority or plurality instead. This allows parties to 

abstain from voting on such matters, so that they do not bring the government down 

while not necessarily voting 'for' the government (although this is the practical 

effect). It could be argued that New Zealand is an even better example of negative 

parliamentarism than countries like Sweden, for although a confidence vote only 

necessitates a plurality of support in both countries, the constitution of the latter 

requires a confirming vote in the House before a government is established.48 

Some believe that such rules tend to encourage the establishment of minority 

governments, as the supporting party or parties may abstain on a confidence vote to 

avoid bringing down the government, even if they don't always agree with it.49 The 

frequency of minority governments in Scandinavian states would seem to support 

this hypothesis, but it must be remembered that this situation is also likely to be a by

product of their party systems, which tend to consist of large centre left parties with 

fragmentation being more marked on the right. 

This theory can only extend to situations where no party has a parliamentary 

majority, and the New Zealand experience oftms from 1911 to 1935 twice led to a 

coalition rather than a minority government. The minority governments that did 

occur were usually expressly supported by Independent or Labour members, as there 

was no contingency in the Standing Orders for abstentions until 1996.50 However, 

on a Labour motion of no confidence in the 1922 minority Reform government, 

Liberal members simply absented themselves from the House rather than vote with 

the other opposition party. But even when both parties supported a no confidence 

47Boston et al., 1996, pp.99-1 00. 

48Torbjorn Bergman (1993) Constitutional Design and Government Formation: The Expected 
Consequences of Negative Parliamentarism, Scandinavian Political Studies, vol.16 no.4, 
p.287. 

49Ibid., p.289. 

50S tanding Orders Committee, 1995, p.29. Previously if members did not want to cast a vote the 
only option they had was to stay outside the locked doors, and then they were not shown as 
being present when the vote was taken. 
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motion sponsored by the Liberals, they still could not have compiled a plurality 

against the government. 

Although a New Zealand government only requires a plurality to maintain 

confidence, the abstention of parties from this vote may instead provide a plurality 

of votes in parliament against the government. Thus while 'plurality rules' might 

make it easier for a minority government to survive, a larger opposition with a 

plurality of votes can clearly bring down this type of government more readily than 

in a system which has an 'absolute majority' rule. The changes to the Standing 

Orders made in 1996 which allow abstentions51 may therefore be equivocal in their 

effect on stability, in practice counting in favour of either the government or 

opposition. Nevertheless, the burden of proof does not rest upon the government to 

prove its worthiness through an affirming vote of confidence, but rather on the 

opposition to demonstrate the lack of support for the government, which is a 

presumption in favour of stability. 

This minimal constitutional requirement of survival rather than the need for 

a majority may mean that minority government is more likely in New Zealand under 

MMP. But once again this observation may need to be tempered by the political 

context. The tradition of single majority governments outlined in Chapter Five, and 

the likelihood that both conditions inherent in this concept will not hold under 

MMP, reveals a potential tension between the options of either a single party minority 

government or a coalition mqjority government. Whether parties would rather rule 

alone or share power as a majority will be the real test, and this question was put 

directly to MPs in a survey conducted by the author examined in the next chapter. 

Minority governments survive either by negotiating a formal pact, a more 

informal unwritten understanding, or by building ad hoc majorities on particular 

measures negotiated before legislation is introduced (called "jumping majorities" in 

Denmark). In all of these cases of minority government, and to some extent in a 

coalition majority situation, it is likely that the government will have to get used to 

losing some votes, which was a rare occurrence under single party majority 

governments. As we have seen, such legislative and procedural losses would not 

necessarily mean a loss of confidence in the government. But there would be a 

51Standing Orders, 1996, SO 147 (Ib), p.37. 
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danger in any government courting too much freedom in divisions, for fear of policy 

paralysis and the survival of a government in name only. 

However, it would be unrealistic to expect coalition partners to agree on 

every item of legislation, as this might place unnecessary strain on their working 

relationship. Thus some commentators have suggested that free votes are likely to 

increase in importance, where an issue is opened-up to the discretion of MPs as 

individuals and party whipping is relaxed. 52 Traditionally, free or conscience votes as 

they are otherwise known have been used to deliberate upon moral questions that 

cut across traditional party lines, which are too hard to resolve as party questions. A 

similar approach could be taken to a much wider range of political questions which 

cannot be reconciled within a coalition agreement. 

In strict constitutional terms, before 1996 every vote was technically a free 

vote, and the term only came into usage with the emergence of parties to indicate the 

unfettered nature of the division, where members were free of the dictates of party 

loyalties and allegiances. 53 The decision whether to accord members a free vote on 

an issue in the past was a matter for each party caucus to decide, as there were no 

formal parliamentary rules bearing on the matter. Under the 1996 Standing Orders 

there is a three-tiered voting system, consisting of a voice, party, and personal vote. 

Personal votes may be held after a party vote if a member requests one and the 

Speaker considers that the decision on the vote was so close that a personal vote 

may make a material difference to the result. 54 On a "conscience" issue, the House 

would go directly from a voice vote to a personal vote,55 although it is not specified 

whether the 'freedom' of this vote would apply to the whole House or would be an 

issue for each party to decide. If used as a pressure valve for contentious issues 

between coalition partners, free votes may help to enhance the survival of a 

coalition, but its usage will be entirely in the hands of the parties themselves. 

52David McGee: Clerk of the House (1996) Interview by the author, 27 May, Christchurch. 

53McGee, 1994, p.73. Until 1996 the Standing Orders did not recognise individual political 
parties as such, although they did recognise a Government and an Opposition. 

54Standing Orders, 1996, SO 148, p.37. 

55Ibid., SO 146, p.37. 
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Political Termination 

Just as the survival of a government throughout its term depends upon the 

maintenance of confidence in the House, a "political" termination 56 means that the 

government has somehow lost the support of a majority of members in the 

legislature. But this loss of confidence does not need to be expressly confirmed on 

the floor of the House. A loss of confidence may be implied if a party publicly 

withdraws itself from either a coalition majority or minority government (governmental 

dissension ), or withdraws its support from a minority government (parliamentary 

dissension ). It is possible that in a moment of high drama a party could withdraw its 

support from a government in the House, but it is unlikely that this would occur 

unexpectedly or would not follow a public break-up. Therefore, whether a 

government terminates from within or without, the effective measure is a loss of 

confidence from a majority of MPs. 

Although the comparative theory also includes constitt/tional intervention as a 

form of political termination (see Chapter Two), the relative vulnerability of the 

Governor-General's constitutional position in New Zealand makes it unlikely that 

this figure will take it upon him/herself to dictate that a government should end. The 

analyses of the termination of past governments in New Zealand presented in 

Chapters Three, Four, Five, Seven and Ten also reveals that there is no precedence 

for such action, and so it may be discarded as a realistic possibility. 

Thus political termination under MMP is more likely to occur through either 

governmental or parliamentary dissension. For both of these modes of termination, 

the withdrawal of a party from a coalition or minority arrangement is not necessarily 

the only means by which a government may be defeated. As shown in the previous 

chapter, the splintering of parties can be seen as a likely psychological effect of the 

advent of MMP, when many MPs left major parties to begin 'niche'-oriented parties 

in what they recognised as a more open electoral market. Under the rules of the 

plurality system outlined in the 1956 Electoral Act, this was allowable because the 

Act did not recognise parties' claims to seats, and nothing compelled an MP who left 

a party under whose banner they campaigned to face a by-election. 

56See the modes of termination first outlined in Chapter Two, and employed in Chapters Three to 
Five, and Chapters Seven and Ten. 
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Although it could be argued that these MPs were elected as local 

representatives and not solely party representatives, the directive of the new electoral 

system is to represent parties proportionally, and the introduction of party list MPs to 

help towards this end creates a new dilemma. A list MP cannot claim to be elected 

on any other basis than as a creature of the party, as their mechanical function is to 

help ensure that a party's share of seats is proportional to its share of votes. For a list 

MP to break away from a party would therefore not only undermine their reason for 

being, but also distort the proportionality in the House produced by MMP. 

However, a constituency MP also plays a part in the balance of representation in 

parliament, as the compensatory list seats are awarded to parties after taking into 

account how many electorate seats have been won. Thus a constituency member 

who resigns from a party once elected effectively denies a party list seat to that party. 

Deputy Labour Leader Michael Cullen has introduced a Members' Bill into 

parliament which would require MPs who leave their parties to resign from 

parliament, with constituency MPs facing a by-election and list MPs being replaced 

by the next person on their ex-party's list.57 But to date there are still no institutional 

measures which prevent parties from splintering, and so a potential cause of 

instability remains open. The flip-side of this is that the ability for parties to splinter 

may also have a stabilising effect, if a minority or even a coalition majority 

government is augmented through the inclusion of MPs who have split from 

opposition parties, as has occurred recently in Japan. In the run-up to the 1996 

election, when it looked as though National's likely coalition partners would be 

unable to cross the five percent threshold, there was speculation that enough right

leaning Labour MPs would split-off after the election to keep National in power, 

rather than co-operate with the Alliance. Such a move would have served to ensure 

the stability of a minority National government, and may have even been significant 

57 Although first promoted in mid 1996 (New Zealand Herald, 17 May 1996), the Electoral (Party 
Registration) Bill failed to be drawn from the ballot for Members' Bills for some time. Its turn 
came over a year later, when the Bill was introduced and then referred to the Electoral Law 
Select Committee on 23 October 1997. The Committee reported back to the House and 
recommended that the Bill should not proceed, and it was subsequently discharged on 17 June 
1998. Since that time, the Labour and Alliance parties have affirmed their commitment to 
proceed with this reform should they gain power. 
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enough to lead to the formation of a coalition, which would qualify it as a change of 

government which this thesis labels government aggregation. 

Once again, the question of a government termination may often depend 

upon the level of party cohesion, where parties may be in danger of breaking up 

themselves. 58 Alternatively, where entire parties withdraw their participation or 

support from a government, this break-up is more likely to result from a breach in 

the original agreement to govern, an unforeseen circumstance, or considerations of 

electoral advantage. These reasons for termination will be examined in the next 

chapter which focuses on the expectations of MPs, as it appears that in the relative 

absence of constitutional constraints upon instability under MMP, these informal 

catalysts may be responsible for the survival and break-up of governments. 

Early Dissolutions 

One of the constitutional options for the political termination of a government is for 

the House to be dissolved early and elections held. As we shall see below, there are 

three relatively distinct situations when an early dissolution might be appropriate, but 

all of these scenarios are governed by the ability of the Prime Minister to tender 

advice to the Governor-General. In turn this is based on the Prime Minister's ability 

to command the support of parliament to qualify as a responsible advisor. As we saw 

earlier in this chapter, the Governor-General retains certain "reserve powers" which 

not only includes the power to appoint responsible advisors, but also to refuse a 

dissolution requested by a Prime Minister whose support is in doubt. 

The first situation where an early dissolution may be employed IS if an 

election produces an unclear result, in that no single party or pre-existing coalition 

has a gained a majority of parliamentary seats. However, as we have seen, this is a 

final resort open to a Governor-General if it is apparent that no government can be 

formed from the current make-up of parliament once it has met. 

The second occasion for an early dissolution is where a government decides 

to call a snap election while it retains the majority support of the House. In recent 

58In 1998 the termination of the National-NZ First coalition coincided with a split in the latter, 
when eight NZ First MPs declared themselves independent and pledged to support the new 
National minority government (see the Postscript to this thesis). 
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times in New Zealand, a single party majority government has twice requested, and 

received, a dissolution from the Governor-General, which resulted in a snap 

election. In 1951, Prime Minister Holland requested a dissolution and a fresh 

election to seek endorsement for his government's handling of the waterfront strike. 

His request was granted by the Governor-General and the voters returned National 

with a greater majority than its initial victory two years previous. In this case, the 

issue was considered so fundamental to the Government's overall approach and 

performance that it was put to the nation. 

The second occasion, in 1984, arose when Prime Minister Muldoon advised 

the Governor General David Beattie to dissolve the House so that a snap election 

might be held in July, rather than four months later as it was scheduled. According to 

Muldoon, the reason for the dissolution was that he could no longer count on the 

support of a majority of his own caucus members, in particular National MP Marilyn 

Waring. 59 \Vhile the Governor-General may have been constitutionally correct if he 

had refused a dissolution to a Prime Minister who admitted he might not have the 

confidence of the House, the proximity of the scheduled election and the practicality 

of finding an alternative government among the existing members of the House may 

have militated against such a brave decision. GO In any case, the election confirmed 

the government's want of legitimacy by installing the fourth Labour government in 

its place. 

Thus while early dissolutions called by governments in the past have had 

mixed results for the governing party, they were both granted fairly readily under 

single party majority government. The occasion might also arise in the future where 

a government wishes to call an early dissolution while it still maintains the 

confidence of the House. This may be because a government considers an issue (or 

its handling of that issue) so important that it wishes to put its position before the 

electorate, as occurred in 1951. The main task of the Governor-General in 

considering such a request will be whether the government is still a responsible 

59 After the 1981 election National had 47 seats, Labour 43, and Social Credit 2. By the end of that 
parliament, two Labour MPs had become Independents, but National MPs Waring and Mike 
Minogue had crossed the floor several times. 

60This would have required co-operation between Labour and Social Credit, plus two Independent 
ex-Labour MPs, John Kirk and Brian MacDonell. 
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advisor (ie. still has the confidence of the House). Under a single party majority 

government this information is instantly attainable if that party is united behind its 

leader. 

However, the types of government which are more likely to occur under 

MMP may make the task of the Governor-General more difficult. In a multiparty 

parliament where no single party has a majority, the-Governor General's response to 

a request for a dissolution from the Prime Minister will probably be to ascertain 

whether the formation of an alternative government is possible without the need for 

an election, rather than canvassing support for a dissolution. In any case, the 

possibility that a government could be trumped in this way by a different 

configuration of parties may make the call for an early dissolution by an established 

government less likely under MMP. Nevertheless, as long as the opportunity exists, 

this option needs to be included in any analysis of the rules governing the formation 

and termination of governments. 

The third and most problematic scenano 1S the request for a dissolution 

when a government is defeated in the House on a confidence motion, or when a 

coalition government has split. In both cases the Prime Minister's command of a 

majority in parliament is in doubt, and if s/he does not immediately resign but 

instead requests a dissolution, the Governor-General can refuse provided an 

alternative government can be formed. This reserve power was first tested in 1872, 

when the premier Stafford was defeated on a motion of no confidence, and 

requested a dissolution. Governor Bowen refused a dissolution on the grounds that 

an election had been held recently and another one would have solved little, given 

the fluidity of parliamentary groupings during that period. Stafford resigned and 

another ministry was formed. 61 

The next occasion arose in 1877 when Grey asked for a dissolution three 

times, before it was granted in 1879. Interestingly, by the time of his third effort 

Grey had lost his majority, and the right to go to the people was granted for the first 

time to a premier lacking the confidence of the House. Thereafter, two more 

requests for dissolution by a premier were granted to Atkinson in 1884 and Stout in 

61The correspondence between Bowen and Stafford is recorded in NZPD (1872) vol.XIII, p.580-
582. 
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1887. Both governments were defeated in the House before the requests were 

made.62 Thus up to 1879 a premier had three times sought and failed to obtain a 

dissolution, while in the next decade the same request was three times granted, to 

governments without a majority. The successive precedents seem to put the 

incumbent prime minister in a strong position regarding the decision of whether a 

parliament should be dissolved, as the Governor only sought an alternative 

government when the Premier resigned first. Suffice to say that a dissolution will 

usually be granted to a Prime Nlinister, even when s/he has lost the support of the 

House, and definitely if there is no alternative government available. 

Alternative Government Available 

The Governor-General may be put in a difficult position if, after the political 

termination of a government mid-term, it appears that there is an alternative 

government available in the House without need for recourse to an early election. 

For this situation has the potential to involve the use of two of the Governor~ 

General's reserve powers: the power to refuse or grant a dissolution and the power 

to appoint a ministry. Depending on the option taken, the Governor-General may 

run the risk of being accused of partisan bias. Provided that an alternative 

government is available from the existing parliament, a Governor-General would be 

most open to censure if s/he grants a dissolution regardless. On the other hand, the 

Head of State does require absolute certainty that the alternative government will be 

able to survive so that it should not face the same situation itself, which might lead 

the Governor-General to accede to a dissolution request by the new Prime Nlinister 

when s/he had already refused one for the previous Prime Minister. 

Some precedents for this kind of controversy exist in the form of 

constitutional crises from other Commonwealth countries. Perhaps the most 

relevant example comes from Canada in 1926, when Prime Nlinister MacKenzie 

I<:ing lost the support of several independents and advised the Governor-General 

Lord Byng to dissolve the House so that fresh elections be held. Instead Byng 

invited the opposition leader Meighen to form an alternative government, but this 

62Lipson, 1948, pp.112-1l3. 
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only lasted a short time before he himself was forced to ask the Governor-General 

for a dissolution, to which Byng agreed, having exhausted the governing potential of 

the House. The subsequent election was won by King, who accused Byng of unfair 

treatment in granting a dissolution to Meighen after he was refused one. Byng was 

recalled but the role of Governor-General had been tarnished by politics, despite the 

fact that Byng acted correctly in strict constitutional terms. The preference of New 

Zealand's current Governor-General is that prospective alternative governments 

should first declare their intentions publicly. If this practice were to evolve into 

convention, then the neutral status of that post may be upheld, as their role in these 

situations merely becomes a confirming one. 

Generally, these sorts of tangles over the question of dissolution and 

alternative governments tend to occur in states that have plurality elections and low 

levels of party fractionalisation. Such countries are used to resorting to dissolution 

when support in the House is in doubt, due to the ability of the electoral system to 

throw up a more decisive result. Thus the institutional factor of the electoral system 

may itself be a determinant of what course of action is followed in an unstable 

situation. Conversely, in European systems which employ some form of PR, the 

electoral system usually does not produce such sharp changes in party support in the 

House after an election. As a consequence, it is likely that there will be a more 

concerted attempt to find a replacement government from within the current House 

should the government terminate. Thus even if one accepts the argument that the 

types of governments likely to exist under MMP will be less stable, this does not 

mean that elections will be held with any greater frequency than they were 

previously. 

It may mean instead that the process of government change will alter, so that 

governments change less through elections and more through party and 

parliamentary manoeuvrings. This opens up a wider range of possibilities, including 

the notion that parties may swap partners, lose a coalition partner and govern as a 

minority, or have their position augmented through government aggregation, 

whether through the addition of parties or MPs who have split-off from other 

parties. Clearly, the different permutations of how alternative governments may be 

formed are just as numerous as the possibilities for political termination. Given this 

wider range of options under MMP, then perhaps these modes of change are less 
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de stabilising than the constant use of elections to represent a shift in the balance of 

power. 

However, a change of government which occurs without an election may 

provoke resentment that democratic norms are being ignored, particularly in New 

Zealand, where everyone is accustomed to governmental change through elections. 

It is even more critical then, that the Governor-General be involved as minimally as 

possible in these manoeuvrings, despite limited formal powers. The parties and MPs 

which decide to form an alternative government must accept the responsibility for 

their actions, and the democratic recourse of scheduled elections provides an avenue 

for the electorate's endorsement or disapproval of such moves. Therefore if a 

government is defeated from without, it is up to those who caused this defeat to 

indicate what the consequence should be, whether they put forward an alternative 

administration or whether they acquiesce to a request for a dissolution. 

It has been suggested that New Zealand should adopt the practice of a 

COllstrtlctive vote 0/ 110 confidence, which dictates that those who move a no confidence 

motion must simultaneously propose an alternative government.63 As noted earlier in 

Chapter Two, this is employed in Germany, whereby the replacement of a 

government requires an absolute majority of members to be found in the name of an 

alternative Chancellor (known as "the Chancellor's Majority"). Thus in Germany the 

fall of a government is intimately connected with the formation of another by 

constitutional fiat.!i4 The same rule applies in Spain, Belgium, and Papua New 

Guinea, where all no-confidence motions must name a successor so MPs cannot 

vote out a government without installing a new one.6S The idea of a fixed term 

parliament, discussed earlier in this chapter, is an implicit variant of this rule, in 

requiring defeated governments to be replaced by another from the same parliament. 

63Keith Jackson (1995) Coalitions: the Efficient Swiss Model or the Rackety Italian One?, 
Christchurch Press, 10 July, p.ll; Philip A. Joseph (1995) New Zealand Constitutional 
Developments in 1993, in Cheryl Saunders & Graham Hassall (eds.) Asia-Pacific 
Constitutional Yearbook 1993, Centre for Comparative Constitutional Studies, University of 
Melbourne, Melbourne, p.161; Stockley, 1996, p.218. 

64Artic1e 67 of the Basic Law states that: "The Bundestag can express its lack of confidence in the 
Federal Chancellor only by electing a successor by the majority of its members ... " 

65Christchurch Press, 12 October 1996, p.23. 
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On the face of it, a rule such as the 'constructive vote of no confidence' 

holds great appeal for New Zealand to ensure stability under MMP. However, at 

present there already exists the opportunity for parties to move votes of no 

confidence while simultaneously suggesting an alternative as part of the same 

motion.66 Given the likelihood that confidence votes may be more potent under 

MMP, any potential mover of such a motion must take into account its enhanced 

chance of success. Consideration must then be given to what the consequence of a 

successful confidence challenge would be, for if this was not done it would be too 

late to turn around and claim it had all been a horrible mistake. Challengers should 

therefore have an alternative government in mind and probably in writing if it is 

likely that their motion will prevail. Otherwise they need to be prepared to accept 

responsibility for the hiatus that would follow, or for an early election should no 

alternative government be found. Of course, it is also possible that an unpopular 

government may be defeated in the House precisely so that an early election can be 

held, to which a constructive vote of no confidence rule would prove an 

impediment. 

It is clear from this brief survey of the possible constitutional factors affecting 

instability that the rules for government formation and termination in New Zealand 

are less than definitive. It may be worthwhile for academics and politicians to agree 

on what these conventions are and to embody them in a resolution of the House. 

While not codified, such a restatement would give guidance to the political actors as 

to what constraints they face, and might also delineate the use of the Governor

General's prerogative powers, so that office could remain untainted from criticisms 

of partisanship. The major danger comes from the conflicting opinions expressed by 

various 'experts' as to what the proper rule is under a particular circumstance, while a 

semi-codification of this kind presupposes consensus on what is to be done. 

On an informal level, the updated Cabinet Office Manual and the staff of the 

Cabinet Office may provide sufficient guidelines on how the process of government 

change could best be carried out. As Elizabeth McLeay notes, one of the major 

functions of the Cabinet Office is to "'give constitutional, policy and procedural 

66David McGee, 1996, Interview, 27 May. 
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advice on the nature of the Executive Council and Cabinet process' to the Prime 

Minister, ministers, government departments, and the Governor-General. "67 In this 

role the Cabinet Office is ideally placed as an interface between politicians and the 

Head of State in times of governmental change, and they have not been slow to 

assume the position of constitutional reference point. The Secretary of the Cabinet 

Marie Shroff, and Nicola White, Cabinet Office official and lawyer with expertise in 

constitutional matters, have both made separate visits to European countries with 

proportional electoral systems. Their comparative investigations concentrated on 

"areas of particular interest to the Cabinet Office, including the formation of 

coalition governments, caretaker government conventions and decision-making 

within coalition governments. "6K 

Although, as part of the civil servIce, they pay absolutely no part in the 

negotiations between parties regarding governmental change, the Cabinet Office 

Manual makes it possible for parties to call on the public service (including the 

Cabinet Office) for information or advice during this process.6lJ The current 

Governor-General has mentioned that he would look to officials for advice on how 

to proceed, starting with Clerk of the Executive Council Marie Shroff,7° while the 

previous Governor-General Dame Catherine Tizard was inclined to quote the 

Cabinet Office Manual on the subject of the use of the reserve powers.71 The 

Manual itself outlines the powers of the Governor-General and the process for the 

formation and termination of governments, as well as an introductory piece on the 

constitution by an expert in this area, Sir Kenneth Keith. The compilation of these 

67Elizabeth McLeay (1995) The Cabinet and Political Power in New Zealand, Oxford University 
Press, Auckland, p.149. 

68Marie Shroff (1994) The Operation of Central Government Under Proportional Representation 
Electoral Systellls: Report of a visit to Germany, the Netherlands. Sweden alld Ireland. 
Secretary of the Cabinet, September, p.l. 

69Nicola White: Cabinet Office (1996) Interview by the author, 29 August, Wellington. However. 
as with all contact between the public service and political parties, care must be taken to 
ensure that the neutrality of the public service is protected. as the risk of allegations of 
partisanship in that situation is extreme (see also Cabinet Office, 1996, Chapter 2. para.2.3, 
p.16). 

70The Dominion, 5 October 1996. 

71 Dame Catherine Tizard (1993) Crown and Anchor: the Present Role of the Governor General ill 
New Zealand, Speech notes to the Founder's Lecture for the Friends of the Turnbull Library, 
26 June, Wellington. p.6. 
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conventions into a single document which is readily available provides politicians, 

the Governor-General and the public with a standard interpretation of how New 

Zealand's constitutional rules and conventions should be applied to the change of 

governments. The further codification of these conventions may not completely 

resolve the problems of governmental change, because like the electoral system, such 

institutions only set the parameters of the exercise, but do not dictate how the game 

is played. 

CONCLUSIONS 

From this study of the constitutional factors which affect stability in New Zealand, it 

can be concluded that the key to the whole process of governmental change is the 

requirement that a government must hold the support of at least a plurality of MPs 

in parliament. The actual rules and conventions surrounding the appointment and 

defeat of governments, as well as the dissolution of parliament, centre around this 

principle. The flexibility that this offers allows politicians to take the initiative, and 

enables decisions to be made according to their political context. For example, the 

imposition of rules such as a fixed parliamentary term or the requirement of a 

constructive vote of no confidence may actually serve to destabilise in situations 

where a weak government is allowed to remain in power. On the other hand, 

through abstention and the requirement that the government need only win 

confidence votes by a plurality, MPs and parties who do not support the government 

but do not refute its claim to govern can avoid being drawn into bringing it down. 

The importance of conventions rather than hard and fast rules in this process means 

that the punishment for transgressing these guidelines is political rather than legal, 

and errant behaviour from politicians will ultimately be judged by the electors 

themselves. 

The electoral system itself is perhaps the most important constitutional factor 

in this model, for the combination of the two party system and FPP meant that 

governmental change usually followed the smaller loop of election -> clear result -> 

government established -> survival -> election (see Figure 8.1). The change in the party 
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system and the shift to M:MP allows for the model to become more complex, as 

elections will usually produce uncertain results regarding government formation, and 

more than one party will need to be involved in government itself. Because these 

more convoluted processes have laid relatively dormant since the pre-party era, the 

standing of the Governor-General as arbiter in these transactions has atrophied to 

the point where his or her involvement would now seem alien. Neither the 

Governor-General nor some other third party negotiator is really the most suitable 

to say that two or more parties should join together in government, because it is the 

MPs and parties that have to live with these decisions, and they are ultimately 

democratically accountable. 

It is only when the elected representatives fail to agree that recourse should 

be given to constitutional rules and conventions, exogenous to parliament, to help 

break the deadlock. The dissolution of parliament and the importance of the 

electoral mandate to New Zealanders offers one solution, while the constitution 

presumably has the flexibility to allow the Governor-General to act as an 

intermediary, or call in someone of stature (eg. High Court Judge, retired politician, 

ex-Governor-General) to help resolve the issue. However, according to Bogdanor, in 

any constitutional crisis caused by the advent of multiparty politics, the actions of the 

Sovereign and leading politicians is likely, in the absence of clear constitutional 

guidelines, to be governed by precedent.72 Legitimacy is conferred not by logic but 

history, and New Zealand's history points towards the negotiations regarding 

governing arrangements being conducted by politicians themselves, as they 

ultimately determine who will govern, and increasingly how long they will govern. 

The House of Representatives is the ultimate arbiter, and this is as it should be. 

72Bogdanor, 1983b, p.89. 



CHAPTER NINE 

Stability Under MMP? 
The Expectations of Members of 

Parliament 

I say that, whatever happens, strangely enough we will manage to live with it. 
Strangely enough, if the Germans can do it, if the Dutch can do it, if the 
Belgians can do it, if the Austrians can do it, if the Swiss can do it, and if the 
Swedes can do it, I have a faint suspicion that, despite the apparent 
incompetence that ... [some] seem to think lies in our capacity to make a 
proportional representation system work, we will still manage to find a way 
around it and create a government. Life will carry on, babies will be born, 
people will get married -not necessarily in that order- and life will proceed in 
our country. 

HOll. Dr Michael Cullen MP 1 

The preceding chapters have pointed to the role of MPs in determining 

governmental stability in New Zealand, as at the most basic constitutional level, a 

stable government needs to maintain the confidence of a majority of Members of the 

House of Representatives. As we saw in Chapter Five, in most recent times this has 

been assured through the interaction of the two party system and the simple plurality 

electoral system, which has provided New Zealand with single party majority 

governments for the past sixty years. Note however, that underlying the assumption 

that single party majority governments are stable is the proviso that the parliamentary 

members of the government party remain essentially united on all issues of 

importance and confidence. 

As hypothesised in Chapter Six, at the very least the mechanics of the new 

MMP electoral system make it unlikely that any single party will win a majority of 

seats in parliament unless it wins a majority of total votes cast. And as Chapter Seven 

379 
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showed, the pre-emptive psychological effects of the new electoral system, coupled 

with a close election result in 1993, had already caused an increase in the number of 

parliamentary parties before the first MMP election. With more parties in parliament 

and the reduced likelihood of single party majority government, the chief aim of this 

chapter is to gauge whether MPs think that the need for parties to work together to 

form and run governments will entail a concomitant reduction in governmental 

stability, as hypothesised by the classic theory. 

Rationale 

It has been argued thus far that the behaviour of Members of Parliament plays a 

significant role in influencing governmental stability, and as such this chapter 

presents the results of survey and interview data which focuses upon the 

expectations of MPs regarding stability under MMP. MPs are an elite group who can 

have decisive influence over whether governments survive or fall. Although their 

backgrounds differ considerably, the socialisation process which occurs when MPs 

enter parliament, and into a relatively intimate setting with other MPs, implies the 

convergence of common perceptions about politics within that group. This is not to 

say that MPs do not differ ideologically, but that they all learn about national politics 

and how other parliamentarians operate in the same forum. In liberal democracies, 

the traditions and procedures of the assembly influence national politics and shape 

the behaviour of politicians.2 New MPs will be socialised into an institutionalised 

environment which the current elites perpetuate, and if it can be assumed that the 

institution will outlive its individual members, then we may expect a reasonable 

degree of stability in elite perspectives during the years to come. 3 But why should 

these expectations in themselves be important for testing the hypothesis that MPs 

playa crucial role in determining stability? 

INZPD (1993) vo1.537, 3 August, p.17138. 

2Rod Hague, Martin Harrop & Shaun Breslin (1993) Comparative Government and Politics: An 
Introduction, Third edition, MacMillan, London, p.298. 

3Richard L. Merritt (1967) Interviewing French and West German Elites, in Karl W. Deutsch, 
Lewis J. Edinger, Roy C. Macridis & Richard L. Merritt (eds.) France, Germany and the 
Western Allliance, Charles Scribner's Sons, New York, pp.6-7. However, this rationale may be 
tested with the enlargement of the House at the 1996 General Election and the simultaneous 
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This is where psychology literature offers some assistance. To move from 

potential behaviours to performance requires attention to the determinants of 

behaviour. It has been posited that expectations or expectancies will influence a 

person's choice of behaviour, particularly where the expectations indicate what the 

consequences of different behaviours are. Expectancy may be defined as a 

probability held by the subject that any specific reinforcement will occur as a 

function of a specific behaviour on his or her part in a given situation.4 These 

expectancies are incorporated into Walter Mischel's cognitive social learning theory, 

which proposes that on the basis of direct experience, instructions, and observational 

learning, people develop expectancies about environmental contingencies. In any 

given situation, the person will generate the response pattern which s/he expects is 

most likely to lead to the most subjectively valuable outcomes in that situation.s 

Because MPs are essentially relating expectations of their own behaviour in 

this study, and if they use their own motivations and experience as a basis for these 

expectancies, then it may be difficult to challenge their validity if a significant number 

of MPs concur. Because of the level of influence MPs are hypothesised to have on 

stability, it may be very difficult indeed to discern whether their original expectations 

were correctly or incorrectly formed, as the actual outcome may still be consistent 

with the expectations in both cases. Thus whether they are self-fulfilling prophecies 

resulting from perceptual biases, or accurate predictions based on the generalisation 

of their own motivations, the expectations of MPs have predictive power because of 

their intimacy with the stability variable. The expectations of MPs detailed in this 

chapter were gathered immediately before the first MMP election in 1996,6 and are 

documented here on the premise that they may serve to show whether MPs will be 

disposed to act to preserve or deny stability, and why. 

retirement of twelve incumbent MPs. Such a one-off influx of new members may mean that 
the socialisation processes described above may be less effective than in the past. 

4Julian B. Rotter (1954) Social Learning and Clinical Psychology, Prentice Hall, New York, 
pp.I07,165. 

SWalter Mischel (1973) Toward a Cognitive Social Learning Reconceptualisation of Personality , 
Psychological Review, vol.80 no.4, July, pp.269-270. 

6Naturally respondents are likely to influenced by the timing of the study, as their direct 
experiences will affect their expectations regarding stability. This is why the inclusion of data 
from a similar study conducted a year prior to this one is of importance in establishing whether 
these expectations are consistent. 
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The Study 

The author initially wrote to MPs requesting an interview for the last week of August 

1996, but unfortunately this subsequently became the final week of sitting for 

parliament before the election. 7 Given that most MPs were extremely busy during 

this time, with the conclusion of parliament and the beginning of an election 

campaIgn, the author was fortunate enough to interview twenty-nine MPs over a 

period of a week. 8 Although more time-consuming than other research methods, 

these interviews were valuable in gaining an insight into the reasons why MPs gave 

certain responses, and this extrapolation is useful for 'fleshing-out' the analysis 

behind the presentation of the data below. 

In addition, every MP who refused or was unable to take part in an interview 

during this time (or simply did not reply) was sent a survey which replicated the 

questions asked in the interviews. 9 These surveys were dispatched several weeks prior 

to the round of interviews, and continued to be received up until one month before 

the election.lO In this way, the opinions of a further thirty-six MPs were solicited, 

which resulted in a sample of sixty-five out of ninety-seven MPs who were contacted 

(67%),11 

While the author recognises that it is not strictly methodologically correct to 

mesh the results of both the interviews and surveys, given the time factor, limited 

7The catalyst for the earlier than usual election in 1996 was the resignation from parliament of NZ 
First MP Michael Laws on 29 April 1996 (see Chapter Seven). 

8See the Bibliography to this thesis for a full list of the MPs interviewed. 

9 Although MPs seemed quite amenable to being interviewed, it was obvious that a large enough 
pool of opinion would not be acquired by these means alone. However, it is well known that 
many MPs have a thorough distaste for surveys, and have a "stated policy" of not completing 
any that come to them. By using both methods, the author hoped that upon refusing an initial 
request for an interview, MPs would find it more difficult to then say no to a survey, which 
was probably less time consuming. This proved to be a relatively successful approach 
(although not completely so!), and even several Cabinet Ministers who stated that they 
"usually had a policy of not completing surveys" were moved to break with this policy when 
they were forced to cancel interviews. 

IOSeveral MPs offered to be interviewed or to return survey forms after the election, but this 
would have clearly polluted the results of this study by allowing the benefit of hindsight in the 
responses received regarding short-run political consequences. 

11 While this parliament was elected with 99 MPs, the resignation of Hawkes Bay MP Michael 
Laws and the diagnosis of Kaimai MP Robert Anderson with cancer meant that only 97 MPs 
were contacted. A list of those MPs who completed surveys also appears in the Bibliography. 
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resources and the special nature of the study population, it is hoped that the results 

of this study will still be of some value. In all interviews, the survey form was used 

for questioning, in order to replicate the survey conditions as closely as possible. A 

tape-recorder was used for the interviews and the responses were transcribed from 

this, to ensure that the answer for each question was clearly recorded and able to be 

checked. For five of the questions which required respondents to choose or rank 

from a list, flash cards were used in interviews so that the responses were not 

curtailed by the limits of audial memory. Copies of both the survey form and the 

flash cards are included in Appendix A of this thesis. 

An important question pertains to the truthfulness of elite respondents in an 

interview or survey situation: do they tell the questioner what they really believe? 

Whether or not the respondent accurately indicates his or her attitudes to the 

researcher is, of course, impossible to answer with certainty in each individual case. 

By explaining fully the scholarly nature of the inquiry and by assuring the confidential 

nature of the interview or survey,12 the likelihood that the respondents would express 

their true thoughts was enhanced as much as possible. Of course, only a close watch 

on the future behaviour of MPs will give an indication of whether the expectations 

expressed represent their real attitudes! 

Another important consideration is how well the responses of those MPs 

questioned reflect the opinions of MPs as a whole. It has been hypothesised above 

that on issues relating to how politics operate, MPs are more likely to converge in 

their perspectives than on questions of policy or ideology. Moreover, this study takes 

into account the viewpoints of a majority of MPs, and as they were essentially self

selected it could be assumed that those MPs who responded had an interest in the 

subject of governmental stability. But how well does this study reflect the attitudes of 

MPs in terms of the parties that they represent? Table 9.1 below depicts the 

breakdown of respondents by party. The only party which is not represented here is 

the Alliance, although it is possible that either or both Alliance MPs may have 

completed a survey anonymously. 

12Before the commencement of each interview the author explained the conditions of 
confidentiality for the study. These were replicated in the letter which requested the 
completion of a survey by MPs who had previously refused an interview. Individual MPs 
would not be identified by their responses in the presentation of results, except where 
permission was expressly sought and granted, as in the case of United Minister Peter Dunne. 
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Table 9.1: Number of Interview and Survey Respondents by Party 

NUMBER OF MPs 
PARTY Survey Interview Total 

Alliance - - 0 

Christian Democrat - 1 1 

Conservative - 1 1 

Independent MP - 1 1 

Labour 16 11 27 

National 14 9 23 

NZ First - 2 2 

United 1 4 5 

Anonymous 5 - 5 

TOTALS 36 29 65 

If one removes the anonymous responses from the equation, and then returns the 

minor party respondents to the parties that they had been elected under in 1993, 

from sixty subjects, thirty were elected as Labour MPs and thirty as National MPs. In 

this way it is assumed that the balance is fair in terms of ideological difference, 

although the certain inclusion of Alliance opinion would have helped make this more 

accurate. The analysis of the results presented below will note where responses 

differed significantly along partisan lines. 

In addition to examining the outcome of this "sur-view" below, comparisons 

will also be drawn with the results of a survey conducted as part of the New Zealand 

Political Change Project by Jonathan Boston, Stephen Levine, Elizabeth McLeay, 

and Nigel S. Roberts. 12 This survey sought the opinion of 1 605 "key opinion 

leaders" on their views regarding the introduction of MMP into New Zealand in late 

1995, and the author is extremely grateful to the NZPCP for the use of results from 

their questionnaire. Particular attention will paid to the responses of the 67 MPs who 



Chapter Nine 385 

completed questionnaires in this earlier study.13 By comparing the results of this 1995 

survey with those gathered by the author on common questions, it is hoped that the 

two studies may reveal some consistency which confirms the results of both.14 If the 

expectations of MPs from both studies are reasonably consistent, then we can 

assume that they are reasonably rigid and therefore resistant to change, which 

enhances the status of these expectations as predictors of MPs' behaviour under 

MMP. 

The Number of Parties 

. From the theory presented in Chapter One, the hypothesised effect of a PR electoral 

system on the party system is to facilitate an increase in the number of parliamentary 

parties. The classic theory also hypothesised that from this multiparty system the 

resultant governments would be more unstable, because of the need for more than 

one party to work together in government. Members of Parliament were asked 

whether they thought that more parties were a likely product of MMP, both as an 

immediate result of the 1996 election as well as in the longer term. 15 On this 

question, we are also able to benefit in a comparative sense from the results of a 

similar question posed in the New Zealand Political Change Project survey of 1995. 

12The results of this survey are summarised in Boston et al.(l996) pp.27 -42. 

130f the 67 MPs who responded to the NZPCP study; 32 were from National, 26 from Labour, 6 
from United and 3 MPs were 'others'. 

14Where the responses of both studies are compared, the question used by the NZPCP in 1995 will 
appear below the graph, while that used for this study will form the title of the figure. The 
questions which the two studies ask are different because the author was unable to obtain a 
copy of the NZPCP questionnaire before administering his own study. 

15In the survey and interview, the "longer term" was defined in parentheses as "ie. the next 
decade". 
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Figure 9.1: Question to MPs: "How many parties do you think are 

likely to be represented in an MMP Parliament as an 

immediate result of the 1996 election?1I 
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New Zealand Political Change Project Question: "How many parties do you think will win 

seats in Parliament in the first MMP election?" 

From Figure 9.1 it can be seen that in the 1995 study most MPs thought that four or 

five parties (average of 4.71) would win representation in 1996, while in the 1996 

study most MPs expected six parties to be elected that year (with a mean of 5.70). 

For the latter result there was a reasonably clear division between the major parties, 

as 77.8% of Labour MPs tended to assume that four to five parties would emerge 

from the election that year, while 82.6% of National MPs predicted that six to seven 

parties would win representation in 1996, possibly reflecting that party's search for 

amenable coalition partners. 

Although the results of the 1996 study indicate a clear increase from the 

number of parties that were elected to parliament at the last FPP election in 1993 

(four), both studies confirm a decrease in the number of parties which were 

represented by the end of that parliament (seven plus one independent). This reveals 

that the pre-emptive psychological effects of MMP expounded in Chapter Seven may 

be reversed to some degree by an early recognition of the reductive mechanical 

effects of the new electoral system. The reason for the discrepancy between the 



Chapter Nine 387 

NZPCP results and those of this study in Figure 9.1 is probably attributable to the 

difference in the timing of the studies. When the NZPCP survey was conducted late 

in 1995, only four parties looked certain to gain representation the following year. 

However, by 1996 the alliance of the two Christian parties and the improved polling 

of ACT may have forced MPs to upscale their expectations. 

Figure 9.2: Question to MPs: IIHow many parties do you think are 

likely to be represented in an MMP Parliament in the 

longer term?1I 
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Number of parties 

In the longer term, Figure 9.2 shows that most MPs in the 1996 study predicted that 

the number of parties represented in parliament will decline further. The 1996 results 

for the number of parties expected in the longer term (with a mean of 4.65 parties) 

closely matches the number predicted to result from the 1996 election in the 1995 

study (averaging 4.71: see Figure 9.1). This 'correction' gives strong support for the 

expectation that only four or five parties will continue to survive in the medium to 

long term. This tracking downwards was supported by a more even partisan mix of 

MPs, with the general conclusion that the party system would "consolidate rather 

than expand with the passage of time". 

As to which parties would fall by the wayside, MPs expressed similar views 

on those groups most at risk. Many felt that the 1996 election was the best 

opportunity for existing smaller parties such as United, ACT, and the Christian 

Coalition to gain representation, and that if they failed to do so first-up they would 
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find it very difficult at successive elections. Citing overseas examples, the Christian 

Coalition was thought to be the most likely of the smaller parties to prevail, while 

almost all MPs predicted that United would only get one seat and "eventually merge 

with National". Those who were unhopeful for ACT's chances noted that party's 

failure to make a large impact in the polls prior to the election despite wealthy 

backing, and assumed that any support for ACT would come at the expense of 

National. In general, many felt that parties representing 'niche' groups would still 

find it difficult to gather the significant support needed to pass the 5% threshold. 

As for the two major parties, several MPs from both Labour and National 

predicted the demise of the other, indicating that the adversarial nature of two party 

competition was still alive to some extent! However, most coyly admitted that both 

major parties would remain "in some form," although many MPs saw a much shorter 

future for New Zealand First, speculating that it might not last longer than two 

elections. As for the Alliance, several MPs thought that their biggest challenge lay in 

holding on to the Greens, and finding adequate leadership beyond Jim Anderton. 

Above all, most MPs felt that the first MMP election would produce disillusionment 

among small party supporters, as many parties were "creatures of the onset of the 

new electoral system, and the critical point for them is to get into parliament." Even 

when these parties make it to parliament, many felt that the expectations surrounding 

what they could do there were unrealistic and likely to lead to further disillusionment. 

Type of Government 

Much like the previous question, MPs were initially asked what type of government 

they thought was most likely as a result of the first MMP election in 1996, and then 

to make a further projection for the long~r term. Figure 9.3 shows what type of 

government MPs thought was most likely to result from the first MMP election, first 

in 1995 from the New Zealand Political Change Project Survey, and then in 1996 

from this study. 
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Figure 9.3: Question to MPs: "What type of government do you 

consider is most likely under MMP as an immediate 

result of the 1996 election?" 
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NZPCP Question: "Which type of government do you think is most likely after the first 

MMP election?" 

To begin with, we can see that thoughts of one party governing as a majority had 

disappeared as the first MMP election drew closer. The support for this outcome in 

the 1995 survey probably reflects the consistently high polling of the National Party 

in that year, and also pre-dates the rise of New Zealand First in the opinion polls 

from the beginning of 1996, which further reduced the opportunity for one party to 

gain a majority of seats. Once again, this shows the importance of the timing of the 

study in the responses given for questions relating to short term projections. 

With the rise of New Zealand First in 1996 and the prospect of at least four 

larger parties being represented in the new parliament; we also see a concomitant 

increase in the likelihood of coalition minority government. This was thought to take 

the form of either National and some of its smaller satellite parties,16 or of Labour 

and New Zealand First with support from the Alliance. The opportunity for this type 

16Note the small drop in the likelihood of a coalition majority in 1996, which may be explained by 
the failure of National's likely coalition partners such as United, the Christian Coalition and 
ACT to consistently reach 5% (the threshold for list seat eligibility under MMP) in the public 
opinion polls. 
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of government was heightened by the stated position of the Alliance that they would 

not enter a coalition unless it had been negotiated before the election, which 

effectively assigned that party to a non-governing role when none of the other parties 

agreed to this approach. 17 

Nevertheless, the outcome which has consistently received most support in 

both studies is that of a coalition majority government, which stands well above 

projections for a minority government. Moreover, the data presented in Figure 9.4 

suggests that New Zealand would further develop a "coalition culture", and 

increasingly opt for majority government in the longer term. Both 1995 and 1996 

studies show a marked tendency for MPs to expect coalition majority government to 

become the dominant type in years to come. 

Figure 9.4: Question to MPs: IIWhat type of government do consider 

is most likely under MMP in the longer term?1I 
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NZPCP Question: "Which type of government do you think is most likely in New Zealand 

in the medium-to-Iong term?" 

17 A significant number of MPs mentioned the position of the Alliance when giving their responses 
to this question . 
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However, from interview data it became clear that several Labour MPs in 

particular thought that not all elections would throw up a result from which a 

majority was able to emerge, and so they predicted that periods of rule by coalition 

would be punctuated by minority governments. Some saw this as acceptable, citing 

Scandinavian examples of successful single party and coalition minority 

governments, while several mentioned that the ability of a party to abstain on a vote 

under the new Standing Orders made the position of a minority government "more 

secure." Nevertheless, a significant number still saw minority governments as 

aberrations, citing the greater effectiveness and certainty in decision-making that a 

coalition majority government would offer. 

Several MPs thought that the patterns set at the first MMP election would 

largely create a precedent for others, but others argued that the "shaking-down" of 

the party system had yet to finish. Some felt that animosities between extant parties 

were too strong for a coalition majority to form first time around. This sentiment is 

certainly backed-up by the greater support for coalition majority governments in the 

longer term, when one compares Figures 9.3 and 9.4. However, some MPs also felt 

that this development relied upon voters' understanding of the new electoral system, 

and more specifically whether they would "use their two votes to vote strategically 

for the coalition pairing of their choice." Thus in the minds of MPs at least, the new 

electoral system could still perform the function of electing a government, albeit by 

different means than plurality. 

Consensus 

So far we have seen that most MPs considered that under M1vlP parliaments will be 

multiparty affairs, where no single party has a majority to govern. As we know from 

the discussion of the theory of electoral systems in Chapter One, the classic 

majoritarian hypothesis has it that PR systems result in instability because multiparty 

systems reduce the chances of single party majority government. However, 

proponents of MMP argued that this would actually force parties to work together in 

a more consensual and co-operative environment, rather than in the old adversarial 
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style, thus encouraging governmental stability.18 This theory was put to MPs in the 

form of a question which asked them what level of consensus they expected under 

MMP. 

Figure 9.5: Question to MPs: "00 you expect more, less, or the same 

level of consensus between political parties about key 

political issues under MMP, compared to what has 

traditionally occurred under FPP?" 
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Figure 9.5 reveals that most MPs thought that the level of consensus would either 

remain the same or increase under the new electoral system. The majority of MPs felt 

that a high level of consensus had existed under FPP, asserting that approximately 

80-90% of all legislation is passed through the House with a relative lack of 

contention. Most pointed to Select Committees as the forum by which consensus 

had been achieved traditionally in parliament, and several argued that this had been 

even more marked from 1993-1996, when the government did not always hold a 

majority on these committees. Thus there was confidence that multiparty agreements 

on legislation would continue in more evenly balanced Select Committees under 

MMP, where one party would not always outnumber or chair the body. 

Most MPs felt that the greatest consensus would be required between 

coalition partners, if there was to be a coalition government. To this extent, once 

18Report of the Royal Commission on the Electoral System, 1986, pp.58-60. 



Chapter Nine 393 

majority support was secured, a divide would still remain between government and 

opposition parties. Several MPs felt that this intra-coalition consensus would not be 

too difficult to achieve, as Labour and National had effectively been coalitions of 

different interests in the past, to which the prize of government had been a 

"powerful cement". As one MP pointed out, MMP is not a consensus system20 but a 

majority-building system, and as a result "consensus need only exist between 

immediate coalition partners." Thus most foresaw "no change" in the divide between 

government and opposition. 

However, in a minority government situation, be it single party or coalition, 

MPs realised that consensus-building across parties in parliament was more crucial 

for effective government. They accepted that a minority government might need to 

form shifting majorities on different legislation, and therefore could ill afford to 

alienate any party whose support it might need the next day. This was also felt to be 

true of the need to use soft hands with other parties in general, lest they become 

potential partners in future governments. Nevertheless, most MPs admitted that a 

"customary level of sparring" between parties would continue in order "to retain 

individuality," so that voters recognise distinctions between parties. Further, it was 

predicted that the "gloves would certainly come off' in the lead-up to an election, 

when even coalition partners would seek to stake out different positions in order to 

maximise their own vote. 

Party Cohesion 

The strength of party cohesion under FPP and the two party system in New Zealand 

has meant that single party majority governments have rarely lost votes in the House, 

and more importantly, have never lost a vote of confidence. According to Lijphart, if 

government duration is an indicator of anything, then it attests to the relative 

dominance of the executive over the legislature. 21 In the past the fusion of the 

executive and the legislature, in concert with a high level of party cohesion, has 

20In the same way that the Swiss system is, for example, where the constitutional system is geared 
towards assuring representation in government for different ethnic, linguistic and regional 
groups. 

21 See Chapter Two, p.7l. 
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facilitated this stability in New Zealand. As we saw in Chapter Seven, the arrival of 

M1vIP has heralded the splintering of the two major parties, and exposed rifts 

previously hidden through party cohesion by offering small parties a greater 

opportunity to succeed than under the old electoral system. Nevertheless, the 

maintenance of a high level of cohesion may be beneficial as an aid to stability even 

under a multiparty situation. 

Given the importance of this factor, MPs were asked what they thought 

would happen to party cohesion under MMP. Again, this study was able to benefit 

from the results of a similar question posed to MPs by the 1995 NZPCP survey. 

Figure 9.6: Question to MPs: "00 you expect political cohesion to 

strengthen, weaken, or to remain the same under MMP, 

compared to traditionally under FPP?" 
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NZPCP Question: "Under MMP do you think party discipline in Parliament will be stronger 

than in the past, about the same, weaker than in the past, don't 

know/can't say?" 

Figure 9.6 reveals that the responses from both studies are relatively consistent, with 

an overwhelming majority expecting party cohesion to not only maintain its high 

level but actually strengthen under the new electoral system. Many mentioned that 
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MMP is a 'party' system, and so they emphasised the hold that parties would have 

upon list MPs in particular. As one MP said, "a good list placing could very quickly 

become a very bad one" if an MP was to stray too far from the party line. The very 

marginality of these MPs' positions is heightened by the fact that a small shift in the 

party vote at the next election could mean that even a good list placing may not be 

enough to be elected. Thus for MPs, being a list member means having little room 

for manoeuvre and being seen by many as "slaves of the party." 

Conversely, many felt that constituency-based MPs would develop "relative 

independence" from their party if reasonably entrenched in their electorate. 

However, this would be no greater than the kind of rebelliousness which electorate 

MPs displayed under FPP, and many constituency MPs would remain loyal to their 

party in order to ensure a list spot as insurance. Fears were held for the large influx 

of new MPs in the 1996 parliament through the combination of a change of electoral 

system and an increase in the size of the House, as many MPs felt that they would 

have unrealistic expectations of what could be achieved there, or that some of them 

were "real wackos". Although there might be a greater temptation to change parties 

or start one's own party under MMP, MPs recognised that this may seem less feasible 

once the difficulty of attaining the 5% threshold on one's own is realised. Thus 

several MPs mooted that while party cohesion may seem weaker at first, it will 

"quickly strengthen." 

In any case, MPs recognised that party cohesion will remain at a high level 

because party leaders "need to guarantee that they can bring the rest of their party 

with them" when making coalition agreements. In addition, the emphasis upon party 

representation has been reflected in the 1996 changes to the Standing Orders of 

Parliament, including the party vote where the whip votes for all in his/her party, 

emphasising the non-conformity of dissent. 22 Furthermore, several MPs suggested 

that if MMP allows parties to represent society more faithfully within their own 

niches of support, then theoretically parties should have more ideological solidarity 

than they did under the somewhat artificial boundaries of the two party system. 

22The new system came as a surprise to at least one MP who, once he had heard each party whip 
stand up and tell the Clerk of the House the number of votes from their party, yelled out 
"House!" (like a game of Housie or Bingo) 
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Party-hopping 

In the previous chapter it was pointed out that there is nothing to stop MPs, once 

elected, from switching parties in parliament or setting up their own party. Chapter 

Seven provides evidence that this may be a feature of party politics under MMP, but 

as discussed in Chapter Eight, such movement between parties may be stabilising or 

destabilising, depending on the scenario. The author decided that it would be of 

interest to discover whether MPs supported the introduction of a rule which required 

those who resign from a parliamentary party to resign from parliament altogether. 

As noted already, this idea had been mooted by the D eputy Leader of the 

Labour Party Dr. Michael Cullen as a Member's Bill in May 1996, and at the time of 

writing the Electoral (party Registration) Bill had been introduced into the House 

and referred to the Electoral Law Select Committee. Nevertheless, this is a 

worthwhile point to pursue, if not only to see whether support for such a measure 

exists, then also to learn the attitudes of MPs towards party-hopping in order to 

adj udge whether it is likely to remain as a feature of the new electoral system. Figure 

9.7 shows that a large majority of MPs thought that Members who resigned from 

their own party to start or join another should have to resign from parliament. All 

but one of those Labour MPs questioned agreed with this motion, which may reflect 

the influence of the sponsor of the bill. 

Figure 9.7: Question to MPs: "Under MMP, do you think that MPs who 

resign from their parliamentary parties to join or start another 

party should also be required to resign from parliament?" 
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Perhaps surprisingly, some MPs who were "party-hoppers" themselves were 

in favour of such a regulation, arguing that the onset of the new electoral system 

constituted a "transition period," which made a repositioning of parties appropriate 

and acceptable within a certain time-frame. As noted in Chapter Seven, for the major 

parties this was also an opportunity to avoid difficult selection decisions as 99 

incumbent MPs searched for new homes among 65 new electorates . Others argued 

that the freedom of MPs to shift enhances democracy, particularly in situations 

where the party deserts the principles upon which the MP stood, rather than the 

reverse. If a Member was not allowed to leave a party without resigning from 

parliament, then internal disunity may be created by the "locked-in dissident," which 

may be even lnore destabilising. Similarly, some MPs recognised that such a rule may 

give parties the power to drive an MP out of parliament by expelling them from the 

party.23 Nevertheless, there was an expectation that such activity would become less 

frequent, alongside an expression of disgust by many MPs at the level of 

"expediency" that had occurred so far in the run-up to MMP. 

Figure 9.8: Question to MPs: "If you answered 'yes' to above 

question, do you think such a rule should apply to list 

MPs only or to all MPs?" 
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231n Cullen's draft bill an MP expelled from a party's caucus would not be required to resign from 
parliament (The Dominion, 17 May 1996). 
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However, those who agreed with this proposal to enforce resignation were much 

more evenly divided themselves on the question of whether this rule should apply 

only to list MPs or to all MPs, as Figure 9.8 shows. This question also cut more 

evenly across party lines than the initial question. Many MPs thought that such a 

measure should apply to list MPs only, as they are elected entirely as a representative 

of their party from the party vote. Because the party vote determines the proportion 

of seats awarded to each party in parliament, the departure of a list MP from one 

party to another upsets the proportionality of the House as a stated aim of the new 

electoral system. 

On the other hand, a few MPs recognised that a constituency MP could claim 

that their election can be seen as a vote for a person. One MP argued that this 

"personal vote" is a more important factor under MMP, as the use of two votes 

allows electors to vote for the party they favour while also voting for the person that 

they consider to be the best representative for their electorate, who may belong to a 

different party. Thus constituency MPs could point to a larger vote for themselves in 

their electorate than that for their party, and claim legitimacy for their independence. 

Other MPs readily admitted that they would be deluding themselves if they thought 

that it was only their "good looks, charm and wit" which got them elected, given that 

an MP is selected in the first place as a candidate to represent a party in a certain 

electorate. Nevertheless, those who argued that all MPs should follow the same rules 

point out that a by-election would put electorate MPs' popularity to the test. 

A more sophisticated argument developed by several MPs was that if a 

constituency MP engaged in party-hopping, then this would also upset the 

proportionality of the House, as electorate seats are incorporated into the calculation 

of seats for each party. In most circumstances the election of a constituency MP 

means that a list MP from that party hasn't been elected, assuming the party wins 

over 5% of the vote. However, a few MPs argued that a rule to compel dissident 

MPs to resign should be the "responsibility of political parties themselves" rather 

than parliament.24 Another MP considered that there would be no way of enforcing 

such a rule, and that parties should be "more bloody careful" who they select as 

24The defection of Alliance list MP Alamein Kopu in 1997 demonstrated the flaw in this 
approach, when the subject in question became an independent MP without first resigning 
from parliament, despite signing three pledges beforehand which promised that she would. 
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candidates. Despite one MP's claims that people will feel "obliged through moral 

pressure" to resign when appropriate, it is clear that most MPs feel that it is irrational 

to have defection honoured by continued membership of the House. Although 

Cullen's Bill probably presents the first opportunity to approach this issue, it applies 

to both list and constituency MPs, and as we have seen, this is potentially the most 

divisive point. 

1993-1996: Freak or Forecast? 

As we know from Chapter Seven, New Zealand experienced a variety of government 

types from 1993-1996 in a parliament elected under simple plurality, and yet seemed 

to be presented with relatively stable government. Given that this goes against the 

majoritarian theory, but remembering that this was also a period of transition, it is of 

interest to discover \'vhether this stability was seen as a situation that would continue 

with the completed change to a proportional electoral system. MPs were asked 

whether they thought that the experience of government over the last three years was 

exceptional, or whether it offered a good guide to how governments would operate 

underMMP. 

Figure 9.9: Question to MPs: "00 you think the experience of 

coalition and minority governments of the last three years was 

exceptional (as it was a transition phase), or a good indication 

of how governments will operate under MMP?" 
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Figure 9.9 indicates that a majority of MPs thought that future governments under 

MMP would operate similarly to those of the last three years. Most MPs agreed that 

it "tested the waters" for the different types of government that had not been 

prevalent for some sixty to seventy years. The experience of the 1993-1996 

parliament also gave the House the opportunity to alter and test the Standing Orders 

before the arrival of MMP, and "changed the way that government did its business." 

MPs involved in government reported an "extraordinary" degree of consultation, and 

while in coalition, National and United had "agreed to disagree" on legislation such 

as the Teachers' Registration Bill. And yet the "sky had not fallen on the 

government's head," although even United MPs admitted that most New Zealanders 

had no idea that there was a coalition government, nor that the government had 

changed without an election having taken place. At the least, this transition period 

was considered "serendipitous," for if the last FPP government had been a 

comfortable single party majority, the shift to MMP may have been far more 

traumatic. 

While most MPs agreed that the coalition and minority governments from 

1993-1996 had provided valuable experience, a significant minority did not believe 

that it was a perfect model of things to come. Many cited the comparative weakness 

of United in having a disproportionately small number of cabinet posts within the 

coalition (one), and felt that whatever identity United had was subsumed within 

National. Given United's poor poll ratings, several MPs expected that future 

coalitions would see a more even distribution of cabinet portfolios being demanded, 

and a "rougher by-play" between coalition partners so that their separate identity is 

retained. Many MPs were cynical about the reasons for stability during this period, 

citing the unattractiveness of an early election for those new parties supporting or in 

coalition with the government. Thus some felt that these governments were 

"phoney" or "contrived" to a degree, and yet behind this was an overriding 

imperative that "no party wanted to be seen as the cause of instability for fear of 

punishment at the polls." This proved to be a theme which continued to recur while 

accumulating the expectations of MPs. 
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Obstacles to Coalition-Building 

Because governments would have to be 'formed' after elections under MMP, rather 

than being necessarily pre-packaged as single party majorities under FPP, the new 

government formation process can be identified as a possible source of instability. 

This is especially the case if it remains uncertain for some time after an election who 

will actually govern, due to obstacles which hinder parties' ability to work together in 

a coalition arrangement. 

This study attempted to identify what the probable obstacles to coalition

building would be, and began with the premise that most of these could be assigned 

to the categories of policy differences, personality conflicts, establishing trust, and 

the nature of party competition. Any obstacle which MPs thought was important that 

was not covered by these headings could be included under "other", and appropriate 

opportunity and space was given to outline any significant omissions. 

Although all of the aforementioned factors overlap with each other in some 

way, the arbitrary distinctions reveal the real purpose of the exercise, to focus in on 

what was considered to be the most likely cause of delay -and uncertainty in the 

negotiation process. For this reason, MPs were asked to rank the above factors 

according to their importance as obstacles to the coalition-building process. Figure 

9.10 provides the overall results for the first three rankings. 

Figure 9.10: Question to MPs: "From the following list of factors, 

please rank in order what you consider to be the chief 

obstacle(s) to coalition building:" 

First Ranking 

Party 
C t 't' Other ompe lion 3% 

13% 0 

Trust 
12% 

Personality 
32% 

Policy 
40% 



Second Ranking 

Third Ranking 

Other 
Party Competition 2% Policy 

21% 

Party Competition 
31% 

35% 

Other 
4% 

Policy 
16% 

Trust 
36% 

Personality 
13% 

Chapter Nine 402 

If one were to count the 'winner' (by plurality) of each ranking (first to third), it 

would be found that policy differences are considered most important, followed by 

personality conflicts, and finally establishing trust. But it is necessary to be careful in 

interpreting these results, as the aforementioned ranking also happens to be the order 

in which each factor was presented in the survey (see Appendix A). This opens-up 

the possibility that the results may have been influenced by the "donkey-vote" factor, 

and it would be very difficult to calculate how much of a role this played in the 

responses for this question. 

However, it is the author's impression that this was more likely to be the case 

when respondents arrived at the third ranking, by which stage the ordering could be 

seen as less important after the first and second rankings. Moreover, some 

respondents simply identified one factor as singularly important, or often assigned 

the same value to several factors. Thus the 'donkey' factor may be seen as something 

to be kept in mind when interpreting these results, but not allowed to dominate. 

Certainly it is possible that the order of presentation is roughly the order with which 
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most respondents agreed, but as the question ordering was randomly generated there 

is sufficient reason to downplay the influence of design bias. 

For most MPs, policy differences ranked first as the major obstacle to 

coalition-building, as these are the very things which define parties and set them 

apart from each other. Labour MPs were more inclined to rank these differences first 

over personality conflicts, upon which National MPs placed more emphasis. 

Nevertheless, MPs did not see these policy differences as being irreconcilable, 

because of the comparatively small ideological space between political parties in New 

Zealand, when one considers the existence of more extreme right and left wing anti

system parties in European systems. As noted in the section on consensus, MPs from 

different parties recognised the high degree of policy consensus which occurs on 

legislation save those matters considered to be defining issues for a party. In any 

case, the intimacy of the New Zealand party system means that other parties' policies 

are well known, while the option of simply "agreeing to disagree" on some issues 

remams open. 

Personality factors were also seen as major stumbling blocks to government 

formation by many MPs, particularly for the aftermath of the 1996 election. The 

history of animosity between New Zealand First leader \'Vinston Peters and National 

leader Jim Bolger was referred to by many respondents, particularly National MPs, as 

an example of this kind of personality conflict. Similar conflict between Labour and 

the Alliance was also referred to, but a strong current of opinion amongst MPs was 

that while these kinds of problems would be influential in the short term, they would 

tend to fade in favour of policy differences over time. Many felt that as MPs who had 

largely worked under FPP moved on, new MPs would redefine the political 

environment. However, the author cannot help but wonder whether despite the need 

for parties to work together, the clash of egos in an ]\.lIMP parliament may still foster 

personal conflicts which prove detrimental to the prospect of future coalitions. 

Like personality conflicts, it was assumed that a lack of trust would become 

less important over time, as the "first-past-the-post warriors" passed through, and 

parties learned to work with each other. Again, one cannot conceive of a parliament 

where trust is not broken periodically, when parties are required to interact even 

more closely than previously. For some MPs trust was "everything," and yet for 

others trust was a "luxury as long as a party held pieces of paper that the other had 
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signed as an agreement." Thus a general conclusion reached by many MPs was that 

the desire to exercise power and responsibility would mitigate the effect of 

personality conflicts and a lack of trust as significant obstacles. 

Although it did not attain the most support in anyone ranking, the nature of 

party competition also remained a consistent factor in most MPs rankings, as parties 

would need to consider how joining with another party would affect their own 

fortunes. Interestingly, Labour MPs were more likely to rank this factor third than 

National MPs, who opted for establishing trust as their third ranking. This may 

reflect the competitive conflict between Labour and the Alliance to prevail as the 

major party of the left, while National's division with New Zealand First might be 

based more on personality conflicts than territoriality. 

An 'other factor' which was mentioned as important by four MPs was the 

allocation of portfolios among coalition partners, but as one MP put it, this should 

"follow on from the policy differences" that were settled and the "personality 

conflicts that had to be navigated." Similarly, two MPs included the need to "satisfy 

one's own support base" as an obstacle to coalition negotiation, but this could be 

easily assimilated as a policy difference if it is assumed that the policy preferences of 

the party and their supporters are close. Alternatively, it may reflect the nature of 

party competition, where one party may be reluctant to join in government with 

another for fear of alienating their support base, or having their identity subsumed 

within the other. Finally, one National Cabinet Minister noted that the chief obstacle 

to coalition-building for his party was if their likely coalition partners did not get 

enough votes! 

Most MPs found it difficult to rank these factors, and saw some varying in 

importance depending upon which particular coupling was being examined. For 

example, many saw policy differences and a lack of trust as unsettling for 

negotiations between Labour and the Alliance, while National and New Zealand 

First were chiefly separated by personality differences. Nevertheless, policy 

differences emerged as the chief obstacle over the longer term, with personality 

differences and low levels of trust being more important in the short term. 
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Governmental Change and the Governor-General 

By the time the interviews and surveys were conducted for this study, the Governor

General Sir Michael Hardie-Boys had made several speeches which indicated that he 

was prepared to stand back and let the politicians organise the government formation 

process, as noted in Chapter Eight. The aim of approaching this question of the role 

of the Governor-General in the interview/survey was to gauge whether politicians 

recognised the stance of Hardie-Boys, and were prepared to accept the burden of 

responsibility in the process of governmental change. 

Unfortunately, the author feels that the ques tion posed was not the best 

possible method of testing this opinion. MPs were asked whether under MMP 

Governors-General are more, less, or just as likely to have to use their reserve 

powers as under FPP, during the process of governmental change. The main 

problem is in the use of the word "likely", as an :NLNIP election is much less likely to 

provide a government from its in1mediate result, which means that the possibility or 

"likelihood" that the Governor-General will be required to intervene immediately 

increases. Therefore, it is difficult to gauge how many respondents who answered 

"more" put it at this level, or whether they saw "more likely" as meaning just that in 

actuality, rather than potentiality. 

Figure 9.11: Question to MPs: "Under MMP, do you think that 

Governors-General are more, less, or just as likely to have to 

use their reserve powers as under FPP, specifically during the 

process of government change?" 
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NZPCP Question: "Under MMP do you think that Governors-General are more likely to 

use their reserve powers (ie. to act without, or contrary to, the advice of 

the Prime Minister)? 

Nevertheless, as Figure 9.11 shows, for this study those who thought that the use of 

the Governor-General's reserve powers was more likely, were closely followed by 

those who thought that this was just as likely under MMP as it had been under FPP. 

In other words, at least 43% considered that the Governor-General would not 

intervene at all. This is the minimum face value at which this data can be taken, 

despite the possibility that many of the respondents may have thought that although 

vice-regal action was more possible, it was still not probable. Certainly, 

supplementary evidence from interview and survey responses suggests that many 

MPs were happy to put it at the level that there would be no huge change in the use 

of the Governor-General's powers, but that the opportunity to use them would be 

more real. This sentiment is backed up by comparison with the responses to a similar 

question posed by the New Zealand Political Change Project survey, which also 

appears in Figure 9.11. These 1995 results match those of this study well in terms of 

their relative distribution, while the higher number of "Don't know/No response" 

answers in 1995 may reflect the lack of clarification of the Governor-General's 

position at this earlier stage. 

An overwhelming number of respondents thought that MPs and political 

parties would arrange the negotiation process by themselves, as they had no interest 

in causing a possible stalemate. Only in such a situation did MPs feel that the 

Governor-General would have a definite role in calling new elections, but several did 

think that s/he might be already involved behind the scenes if it got to that stage. 

Much contention and uncertainty surrounded the stage at which the Governor

General would intervene, but at the very least, MPs agreed that it was not the role of 

the Governor-General to make and unmake governments, nor was this seen as 

desirable. In doing so many referred to the stated position of the current Governor

General to "stand back and let the politicians decide." 

If a government lost confidence mid-term then the Governor-General might 

have to decide whether to accept the advice of an outgoing prime minister to call 
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fresh elections, or to accept the candidacy of an alternative government. MPs felt 

that the threat of early elections would provide sufficient impetus for politicians to 

guide the Governor-General in his or her decision-making, by effectively making the 

decision first. One MP pointed to the "scramble to avoid an early election following 

Michael Laws' resignation from parliament," as well as the "importance to MPs of 

surviving until July 1 to collect superannuation," as evidence that early elections were 

almost always seen as undesirable by MPs. And as several MPs pointed out, MMP 

elections were unlikely to break stalemates given their chief function to "elect 

parliaments and not governments." 

Time taken for Government Formation 

Much of the concern surrounding MMP and instability in 1996 centred around the 

inability of the new electoral system to 'automatically' provide a government, and the 

amount of time it would take for a government to be formed after an election. As a 

long period of negotiation is assumed to increase uncertainty and instability, this 

study asked ?vIPs how long they thought it would take before a government would 

emerge after election night. 

Because of the wide range of reponses expected, the author divided the 

options into categories of days, weeks and months. Up to two weeks was counted as 

'days', while anywhere from two weeks up to eight weeks was counted as 'weeks', 

and clearly any duration longer than that was seen as 'months'. 

Figure 9.12: Question to MPs: "How long do you estimate that it will 

normally take before a government is formed after an election 

under MMP?" 
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According to Figure 9.12, a large majority of MPs expected the process of post

election government formation to usually take a matter of weeks, but this could 

range from two to eight weeks. This is still a fairly wide range, but MPs were 

conscious that much still depended upon election results. For example, if a coalition 

government was essentially re-elected then the process would be short, with many 

citing the example of National and United if they gained a combined majority in 

1996. Interestingly, all but one of the MPs who thought that a government would be 

formed within days were from Labour, while those who expected the process to take 

months were comprised of National and New Zealand First MPs. 

Many MPs expected that in New Zealand it would be relatively obvious what 

the possible combinations would be, given our size and the predominance of a single 

issue dimension. MPs were also familiar with the personnel and policies of the 

relatively low number of parties. Some were conscious that the number of seats for 

each party would still be known on the night, so that negotiating could begin almost 

immediately. As one MP said, "politicians will now break their promises on election 

night rather than wait for the first budget." 

But MPs also identified various pressures in favour of a quick resolution of 

the government formation process. The threat of another election was feared, if not 

for the huge financial drain on parties having fought an election campaign so 

recently, then for the public opprobrium that would fall upon parties seen to be 

"dragging the chain." Other MPs were concerned about the reaction of the money 

markets to the uncertainty, gIven New Zealand's vulnerability to international 

currency pressure. At the same time however, several recognised that the 

conventions for caretaker government would mean that there would be "no wild 

swings in policy," and one MP predicted that this stability in transition means that 

the "average person will not care if there is no government." One retiring Cabinet 

Minister said that he hoped that the negotiation process would go on for years so 

that he could continue to collect his salary! 

A significant number of MPs identified the constitutional requirement for 

parliament to meet eight weeks after the election (six weeks after the Return of the 

Writs) as an incentive for a speedy conclusion. Indeed, several MPs believed that this 

meant a government must be formed by this date, but the rest saw this as a 

psychological deadline, in that "no-one would want to go into parliament uncertain." 
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The overall tone of responses indicated that MPs were keen to see that a government 

was installed within a reasonable time frame of up to two months. 

Agreeing to disagree 

Given the contrast between single party majority governments under FPP and the 

likelihood of coalition or minority governments under MMP, it seems obvious that 

individual parties in government will be unable to push through all of their policies as 

they could in the past. 'Agreeing to disagree' on issues for which negotiating parties 

can find no common support is therefore likely to be necessary, so that these do not 

evolve into the kinds of policy differences which are likely to cause a coalition to 

terminate, as we shall see below. Although this seems logical, it has to be recognised 

that this requires a significant shift in mindset for politicians not used to sharing 

government. Thus a question which asked MPs whether they thought coalition 

partners would have to agree to disagree on certain issues seemed justified, if only to 

test how high up the learning curve most MPs were. 

Figure 9.13: Question to MPs: "How likely do you think it is that 

coalition partners will lagree to disagree' on certain 

issues?" 
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The results of this question depicted in Figure 9.13 show that MPs had indeed 

realised the implications of power-sharing, with near unanimity that agreements to 

disagree were likely or very likely. Most thought that it would be unrealistic to try and 
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resolve every issue, and that a coalition may break-down in the attempt to do so. 

However, many felt once again that probably only 20% of policy differences fell into 

the "too-hard basket" where parties could either agree to disagree and the matter 

would not proceed, or a governing party would seek support for its measure from 

other parties on the floor of the House. The latter method could be seen as an 

attempt to satisfy a party's mandate, despite the knowledge that legislation outside 

the coalition agreement may have a greatly reduced chance of passing through the 

House. Several thought that this would be important for parties with "stakes in the 

ground" or "non-negotiable" defining policies (such as the Alliance), in order to 

maintain their identity within a coalition. 

In this manner, most MPs considered that coalition agreements would be 

made up of "a common programme of confidence issues," and that the rest was up 

to each party. Many cited the Teachers' Registration Bill as an example of an 

agreement to disagree which was relatively harmonious (and outside the National

United coalition deal from the beginning), although one MP noted that such 

arrangements would occur "often when it was not an important issue and never 

when it was". Thus several MPs felt that there would be "limits upon coalition 

partners' tolerance of legislative infidelity," and that too loose an arrangement would 

lead to trouble. 

As a more specific follow-up to this question on agreements to disagree, MPs were 

also asked how Cabinet responsibility would be affected by MMP. In the past the 

convention of collective Cabinet responsibility has meant that Ministers have 

presented a united front regarding Cabinet decision-making to their caucus, 

parliament, and the public. Although it means that, like party cohesion, not all 

participants are necessarily in agreement, this unity could be used in coalition 

situations to enforce a common line among partners in government. However, this 

convention may also be under pressure given the need to accommodate more than 

one party in decision-making. 
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Figure 9.14: Question to MPs: "00 you think collective cabinet 

responsibility will be strengthened, weakened, or remain 

the same under MMP, compared to what traditionally 

occurred under FPP? " 
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NZPCP Question: "Under MMP do you think that the convention of collective Cabinet 

responsibility will be strengthened, unchanged, weakened, don't 

know/can't say?" 

Given the overall response to the previous question, it is perhaps unsurprising that 

Figure 9.14 indicates that most MPs in both the 1995 NZPCP SutTey and in this 

1996 study thought that collective Cabinet responsibility would be weakened under 

MMP. However, a significant minority felt that the convention was very deeply 

ingrained, and would be maintained at the same level as traditionally under FPP, 

particularly in the 1996 study. \Vhile some leeway would be awarded to ~linisters 

from different parties, as it was when Peter Dunne voted with the Teachers' 

Registration Bill against his Cabinet colleagues, most said the conyention would 

"remain as an ideal." Many felt that Cabinet Ministers from different parties would 

have to "run with the team on nearly all issues anY\\'ay," because presun1ably these 

would have already been agreed upon in the coalition document. 

The experience of those United MPs who responded was that collective 

cabinet responsibility was not seriously weakened while in coalition \\"ith National, in 

so far as the commitment of their Cabinet representative shifted away fron1 the party 



Chapter Nine 412 

caucus and towards Cabinet. Peter Dunne could only report back to his caucus what 

any other Cabinet minister could according to Cabinet confidentiality, even though 

his mere presence in Cabinet would have been otherwise regarded as a breach of that 

security. As Dunne himself pointed out, he was responsible to the Prime Minister for 

his portfolio and bound by collective cabinet responsibility for government decisions, 

while in other matters he followed his caucus. Having previously served in a single 

party majority cabinet, he found that coalition cabinets were no different in that one 

may agree with most of what's going on and simply accept the rest or work around it. 

Although United MPs concluded that collective cabinet responsibility "would not be 

weakened," they predicted that the next coalition cabinet would be likely to be 

"comprised of substantially different groupings." 

However, most MPs felt there was a need to maintain collective cabinet 

responsibility, so that the government has a consistent line based on the coalition 

agreement. For some it was treated as a given, in that "one would not enter Cabinet 

if one were not prepared to be bound by it." Thus many MPs felt that the 

convention would remain but would be "frayed around the edges" on issues that 

coalition partners had agreed to disagree on. 

Causes of Coalition Termination 

Having earlier discussed the factors which may provide obstacles to coalition

building, it also seems pertinent to investigate the factors which may act to cause a 

coalition termination, in order to book-end the notion of coalition duration under 

MMP. The same factors that were used for the question on the obstacles to coalition

building were used here, except that the nature of party competition was replaced by 

'tactical considerations' (which was perhaps a better expression for roughly the same 

thing), and the factor of 'unforeseen events or crises' was added. 25 

25The factor 'tactical considerations' was accompanied by an example in parentheses of "an 
upcoming election". 
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Figure 9.15: Question to MPs: "From the following list factors, please 

rank in order what you consider to be the most likely 

circumstance that could cause a party to break away from a 

coalition: II 

First Ranking 

Second Ranking 

Third Ranking 

UnforeseenOther 
12% 

Tactical 
24% 

0% 

Policy 
39% 

Trust Personality 
10% 15% 

UnforeseenOther Policy 
3% 9% 

Tactical 
33% 

Trust 
7% 

Other 

Unforeseen 0% 
8% 

Tactical 
23% 

Trust 
35% 

19% 

Personality 
29% 

Policy 
17% 

Personality 
17% 
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Once again, respondents were asked to rank the factors, and the results of these are 

portrayed in Figure 9.15. Policy Differences came out as a strong factor in the first 

ranking, as they did for obstacles to coalition formation, but against the 'donkey 

theory', tactical considerations showed strongly as the second-ranked factor. 

Establishing trust came third, but personality conflicts remained as a significant 

factor throughout all of the rankings. 

Although policy differences emerged as the most significant factor likely to 

cause a coalition to break-up, as predicted by Budge and Keman (1990),26 a large 

number of MPs linked this with other factors. It was thought that a policy difference 

which caused a split would have to be fairly major, as well as being unforeseen and 

therefore not covered by any coalition agreement. In any case, surprise events which 

caused policy division were clearly thought of as policy differences by MPs rather 

than unforeseen events or circumstances, although the latter factor made its highest 

impact in the first ranking. As well as taking the second ranking, tactical 

considerations were also seen by many MPs as being difficult to remove from 

'terminal' policy differences, as there are "no policy differences which aren't tactical." 

After all, policy differences do not have to mean the end, unless parties choose them 

to, and several MPs thought that this may be the real reason for a coalition-break-up, 

but the "least likely to be acknowledged." 

As one MP put it, "policy differences and tactical considerations are strands 

of the same thread which are difficult to untangle". Parties are always looking to the 

next election, and while policy is about winning elections one way or the other, 

tactical considerations are about positioning, and linking the two is the need to 

appear distinct. As another MP pointed out, "tactical considerations deal with the 

prime core of whether it's in the interests of the party to be in government or not." 

Thus tactical considerations naturally gain more importance as a scheduled election 

draws nearer (in order to reinforce a distinct identity), or when public opinion polls 

indicate that a break-up may be essential for the continued survival of the party (or at 

least for damage control). Therefore they may dictate the party's policy position on 

an issue of great public moment, and whether this stance is intended to distance one 

governing party from another. 

26See Chapter Two of this thesis, p.72. 
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The inclusion of a lack of trust as a likely factor in coalition terminations 

appears as a flow-on effect of a more fundamental cause, such as a breach in the 

agreement itself for tactical or policy reasons. Once trust has broken down, several 

MPs felt that "tactical considerations would quickly assume priority." Personality 

conflicts were not seen to be of as great an import, as they were assumed to have 

been worked out in forming a government. It was felt that they would have to be 

quite widespread or of "caucus \"ersus caucus" magnitude before they necessitated 

termination, although they could certainly alter the relationship between the two 

parties. 

Preferred government type 

In Chapter Five we saw that since 1935 the pattern of government stability has been 

directed by the prevalence of single party majority governments, whether 'earned' or 

'manufactured'. Underlying this type of government are two strains which seem to 

reinforce each other: the need for a parliamentary majority, and the idea of 

government by one party. Howe\"er, if under ttIMP we assume that both conditions 

together are unable to be filled, \\-hich of these strains is likely to direct politicians in 

their decisions regarding government formation? In an attempt to answer this 

question, MPs were first asked whether they would prefer to be in a single party 

minority government or a coalition majority government. 

Figure 9.16: Question to MPs: "Given that a single party majority 

government is less likely under MMP, would you prefer to be in 

a single party minority government or a coalition majority 

government? II 
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Figure 9.16 shows that the majority of respondents would rather share power in 

order to be assured of a parliamentary majority, than govern on their own in a 

minority situation. Many of these respondents felt that a coalition majority 

government would offer more certainty, in terms of knowing on most votes that a 

majority of MPs would vote with the government, even if some issues could not be 

agreed upon. Above all, the fear that a minority government would be a "lame duck" 

administration unable to progress on important legislation was of paramount concern 

to many MPs. In contrast to the feeling that a coalition majority would be more 

positive in its approach, many saw a single party minority government as being 

"negative," particularly as supporting parties would still be seen as opposition parties 

instead of non-governing parties. Some felt that a single party minority government 

would also take decisions "while having to bear in mind that they may fail," while the 

notion of continuous negotiations on legislation was "horrendous" to others. 

But there is a twist in these results, as this was a question which divided 

responses clearly along party lines. Of those who preferred a single party minority 

government, 81.8% were Labour MPs, and this represented the opinion of exactly 

two thirds of those Labour MPs questioned.27 Not only was this supported by 

supplementary comments from Labour MPs, but many also answered the question 

on which type of government was most likely to emerge with the postscript that they 

ideally sought a single party minority government. These MPs felt that by negotiating 

on each issue as a single party minority government across a range of parties would 

give "maximum flexibility," and allow a party to "maintain its own integrity and 

identity." Others cited the history of antagonism between parties as a reason to 

govern alone, while one Labour MP preferred to be part of a single party minority 

administration so that he didn't have to "crawl" to anyone else and could tell them to 

"go and get stuffed", Much of this support among Labour MPs for single party 

minority governments may have come from the enthusiasm of Labour leader Helen 

Clark to emulate models of successful minority governments in Scandinavia, and 

particularly Norway.2H 

27Five Labour MPs preferred a coalition majority, while four did not know. 

28As observed by Boston et aI., 1996, p.55. 
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Curiously, only one National MP preferred to be in a single party minority 

government over a coalition majority administration, which makes the partisan 

division on this question even more complete. Nevertheless, for many MPs the 

answer to this question entirely depended upon which parties were available for 

coalition in parliament and in what numbers, and this may also help to explain the 

split between the major parties on this question. One New Zealand First MP had no 

preference over which type of government eventuated as long as he was part of it! If 

anything, these results did demonstrate that there was a tension between majority 

rule and single party rule amongst MPs. 

To test this further, a tag question was included, asking MPs which 

government option they would prefer if no majority government was able to be 

formed, be it single party or coalition. They were able to choose between either a 

single party minority government, or a coalition minority government that is 

numerically stronger in the House. The rationale behind this question was that if the 

majoritarian strain was dominant over the preference to rule as a single party, then 

politicians would seek to maximise their support and select the hypothetical minority 

coalition. 

Figure 9.17: Question to MPs: "lf majority government was not 

possible, would you prefer to be in a single party 

minority government, or a coalition minority government 

that is numerically stronger in the House?" 
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However, as Figure 9.21 shows, this theory was not borne out by the reponses of the 

politicians. This is partly because the rationale behind it was somewhat flawed, in that 

'maximising' does not equal 'majority-building'. Nevertheless, the question was 

invaluable for demonstrating just that: dearly MPs favoured sharing the Treasury 

benches with another party only if together they comprised a parliamentary majority. 

However, once a majority was unattainable, the reason for such co-operation was 

lost for most MPs, and the majority of them (from an even partisan mix) preferred to 

govern as a single party minority government. 

A few MPs thought that to maximise support made good sense, but most 

MPs felt that a coalition minority government held "all of the disadvantages without 

any of the advantages": parties would have to make concessions through a coalition 

agreement Jvhile at the same time seeking support on issues from other parties in the 

House. In general it was thought that the greater the number of parties involved in 

negotiations, the wider the range of political considerations to be taken into account, 

and the more frustrating the legislative environment. Clearly, under a single party 

minority government, a party would need to negotiate continuously but would not 

have to share Cabinet posts with another party. Thus the most likely situation where 

a coalition minority government could occur is probably not by design, but through 

the atrophy of a coalition majority. Alternatively, a single party minority may need to 

cement a continued relationship with a supporting party by offering them cabinet 

posts (government aggregation). 

Given that no single party majority government has sought to enlist the co

operation of other parties in New Zealand in the past, then one could assume that 

the majority-building imperative may also have a minimal-winning component. 

Whether this will also be the case under MMP depends on whether parties cohere, or 

whether parts of parties will break-off to help form a majority with another party. If 

not, it is possible that governing majorities could be as big as they were under FPP, if 

the members of each party caucus remain united. 

Minority Governments 

Although we have seen that in the absence of majorities for single parties, most MPs 

prefer, and expect, coalition majority governments, it is possible that there will be 
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times when only a minority government can be formed, or is left as the residue of a 

failed coalition. Because most politicians want to govern by majority, it is of interest 

to see whether they consider that a minority government would necessarily be more 

vulnerable to instability. MPs were asked how likely they thought it was that minority 

governments be defeated prematurely. The results are presented in Figure 9.18. 

Figure 9.18: Question to MPs: "How likely do you consider is that 

minority governments will be brought down by votes of 

no confidence in the House before their term ends?" 
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The results make for rather gloomy reading, as a majority of MPs put the expectation 

of a minority government falling at the level of 'likely' or greater. Interestingly, given 

their general preference for a single party minority government, Labour MPs were 

more evenly split over whether such a government was likely or unlikely to be 

brought down before their term ended. 

Several MPs emphasised that the operation of a minority government was a 

"two-way process," arguing that the government needed to "be lenient in its agenda 

and not legislate beyond its mandate so that it did not incite reaction." At the same 

time, other parties in parliament would have to "consent to some reasonable level of 

executive decision-making on the part of the minority government." Most 

respondents felt that the success of this interaction would depend upon the 

configuration of parties in parliament, but they often pointed to the experience of the 
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previous three years, in which minority governments had survived because no party 

wanted to contest an early election. 

Many MPs felt that a minority government was in danger of being brought 

down in its third year, if a non-governing party was well ahead in the polls and 

confident that they could put a new government together. Thus there was a 

consciousness amongst MPs that the loss of confidence in a government did not 

necessarily mean fresh elections, and that a new government could be formed from 

another combination of parties in the House. However, MPs also realised that it 

would be important to have an alternative government in mind when voting down a 

minority government, as it was perceived that the electorate would have a "very low 

tolerance" for parties which instigated a needless snap election. 

In order to be comprehensive, MPs were also asked to rank what would be the most 

likely circumstance that could justify a vote of no confidence in a minority 

government, from the perspective of a supporting party. The same factors were used 

here as were used to rank the likely cause of a coalition termination, and 

unsurprisingly Figure 9.19 shows results which are fairly similar to those depicted in 

Figure 9.15. 

Figure 9.19: Question to MPs: IIFrom the following list of factors, 

please rank in order what you consider to be the most likely 

circumstance that could justify a vote of no confidence in a 

minority government, from the perspective of a supporting 

party: II 

First Ranking 

Unforeseen Other 

17% 
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Tactica 
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Trust Personality 
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Policy 
20% 

Policy 
14% 

Personality 
18% 

Personality 
24% 

Once again, policy differences dominate the first ranking, while tactical differences 

come in strongly as a second ranking, and a loss of trust is consistently rated as the 

third most likely cause of a fall of a minority government. In other words, it seems 

that the reasons for bringing down any government, be it coalition majority or a 

minority government, are the same for most politicians. Most view it with the same 

kind of significance and reasoning as if they were deciding whether to bring down a 

single party majority government. 

Although policy differences are ranked as the most important factor by most 

MPs, the strong showing of tactical considerations across all rankings confirms its 

position as the underlying impetus behind decisions to withdraw support from a 

minority government. MPs felt that if a policy difference was the catalyst for 

termination, then it would have to be a major policy split to cause a gulf between 

parties which are not even in a formal coalition. Note that unforeseen events or 

circumstances ranks much better in this question on minority governments than it 

did for coalitions, as it was thought that such crises might force the government to 

act in a way that "might not be calculated to win majority support in the House." 



Chapter Nine 422 

However, many MPs thought that although the outward reason for a 

withdrawal of support may be a policy difference, this move would actually be driven 

by tactical considerations. A lack of trust might be included in this mix if it was 

readily perceived that a party was manoeuvring against another party for tactical 

reasons. But as one MP put it, a party would not vote down a government on a 

policy difference without taking into account tactical considerations, or more 

specifically what the result of such an action will be. Another MP thought that the 

perception of political advantage for a party supporting a minority government lies in 

"pre-empting, rather than waiting to be picked-off as an adjunct to the go\"ernment." 

Thus a party normally supportive of a government might contrive ways of exercising 

independence from such a relationship, and the most "legitimate" dimension to 

exploit is that of policy difference. 

E lectoral factors 

In an effort to discover whether parties would be deterred from voting down a 

government by the possible electoral backlash that might follow, NIPs were asked 

whether they agreed that considerations of the electoral consequences will negate the 

willingness to bring down a government under MMP. 

Figure 9.20: Question to MPs: II'Considerations of the electoral 

consequences will negate the willingness of MPs to bring 

down a government under MMP'. Please indicate your level of 

agreement with this statement: II 
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Figure 9.20 shows that nearly seventy percent of politicians agreed with this idea. In 

the answer to earlier questions, many MPs had acknowledged that parties which seek 

to bring down governments would need to be extremely careful of the reaction of 

voters at the next election. MPs felt that such parties were at more risk if they could 

not offer an immediate alternative government, and a snap election was required. 

Several pointed to the example of the snap election in 1984, and how it had 

"magnified defeat for National because it had pulled the plug itself," which people 

read as "an unwillingness to govern." 

Several MPs who strongly disagreed with the statement in question put their 

own spin on it, by explaining that in some situations parties will be seeking to gain 

electorally by delivering the people from a weak government. This would not be 

acting like "a turkey waiting for an early Christmas", as there would be "others who 

are more likely to be the turkeys", as one Cabinet Minister put it. \Vhile this 

constitutes a misreading of the question, it does serve to demonstrate thqt perceived 

positive electoral consequences may actually force parties to act in an opportunistic 

way. 

However~ most MPs agree that this particular scenario is only likely when the 

government has become "very unpopular or is seen to be in disarray," and so the 

principle consideration for usurpers surrounds the timing and the issue at stake. 

Much also depends upon the willingness of other parties to co-operate in bringing 

down the government, including the party(ies) which have supported it until this 

time. Several felt that a government might be able to use the threat of an early 

election to frighten supporting parties into compliance, but that this may backfire if 

an alternative government was able to be formed. 

Fixed Term 

Given the possibility that multiparty governments may fall within a term, MPs were 

also asked whether they favoured a fixed parliamentary term. This idea had been 

suggested by Senior Labour Whip Jonathan Hunt,30 and would mean that no 

elections could be held for three years, so that if the government fell during that 

time, a replacement or rearrangement would have to be found from the same 
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parliament. The fixed term was also the subject of a question asked by the New 

Zealand Political Change Project in their 1995 survey, so these results will compared 

with those from this study. 

Figure 9.21 : Question to MPs: "Would you favour a fixed 

parliamentary term?" 
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NZPCP Question: "Which of the following constitutional changes, if any, do you support?" 

(including ... ) "A fixed parliamentary term (limiting the government's ability 

to call snap elections)." 

As we can see from Figure 9.21, opinion was reasonably divided on this question in 

1996, tipping against the introduction of a fixed term, but with the balance of 

opinion lying in the 'Don't I<now INo Reponse' category. It is also clear that a year 

before, MPs were n10re emphatic in their rejection of a fixed term. However, it 

should be remembered that the promotion of the fixed term by politicians really only 

began in early 1996. 

Strangely, even some of those MPs who favoured a fixed term proposed that 

there "would still need to be an escape clause for dissolution," but most cited the 

need for stability as the main reason why they would support such a move. One MP 

pointed out that a fixed tern1 would be quite useful to enhance the survival of 

29New Zealand Herald, 7 May 1996. 
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minority governments, as they would not face the constant threat of being forced out 

of government. Others saw it as being consistent with the "philosophy of MMP", 

that elections had shifted away from electing governments to simply electing 

parliaments. In this vein, most thought that governments would be made and 

unmade by politicians, and that elections would not count for as much in this process 

in any case. Some MPs felt that New Zealand "effectively had a fixed term anyway," 

in that there were sufficient political constraints to calling an early election, namely 

the negative reaction of voters to the responsible party as in 1984. 

Thus it was perceived that an early election could only be justified in an 

extraordinary situation, and yet this was also a big factor in the rejection of the idea 

of a fixed term by MPs. Many thought that occasions would arise when the 

government would need to go to the people early on some momentous issue, or an 

election would be required as a form of euthanasia for an extremely unpopular 

"idiot" government. Thus they felt that there needed to be an "out" to avoid 

parliamentary paralysis, although some MPs also recognised that a fixed term would 

not preclude a vote of no confidence as long as an alternative government was 

available. Other MPs simply liked the element of "uncertainty and excitement" that a 

non-fixed term brought, while some saw it as a legitimate spoil of government to 

have a degree of discretion over the dissolution of parliament. 

Some MPs were more attracted to the idea of a "constructive vote of no 

confidence" than that of a fixed term, as it is a rule which only accepts those no 

confidence motions in a government which provide a ready alternative. However, 

unlike other countries which have this rule, several MPs felt that there was no need 

to codify such a principle, as to bring down a government without an alternative to 

put in its place would earn the responsible party or parties the wrath of the 

electorate. In these cases it was felt that the 'terminators' were likely to want to form 

a government anyway, to show that they were a "viable alternative which could be 

endorsed at the next election." 

Government Duration 

The crux of this thesis is to determine whether governments under MMP will be as 

stable as they were under FPP, and an underlying theme of this thesis is that MPs are 
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those who are actually responsible for governmental stability. Therefore, it is 

important to know whether politicians think that governments under MMP can be 

stable, and as we have seen in previous chapters, theory has it that stability can be 

measured by duration. Thus MPs were asked how likely they thought it was that 

MMP governments in general would last the full term. 

Figure 9.22: Question to MPs: IIHow likely do you think it is that MMP 

governments will last the full three year term?1I 
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As Figure 9.22 illustrates, for approximately 75% of MPs their outlook is rather 

optimistic regarding the stability of governments under MMP. This is in sharp 

contrast to their view of the likelihood that minority governments would last the full 

term, when only 32% thought it unlikely they would fall (see Figure 9.18). One can 

only assume that for this question MPs mainly had coalition majority governments in 

mind, as they have already indicated that they think that this is the most likely, and 

the most preferable government option. Now it appears that they expect it to be the 

most durable type of government available under MMP, which may also be an 

expression of their overall preference for it, indicating a movement towards 

expectancy confirmation. 

In fact, most MPs included the qualification that a "coalition majority 

government is more likely to last the full term than a minority government." This 

confirms the hypothesised link between one strain of single party majority 
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government and stability, namely the ability to form a majority. Just as a single party 

majority government is united as a caucus behind its majority status, a coalition 

majority government forces a discipline on coalition partners, where majority support 

is maintained through unity at the Cabinet level. 

Some MPs predicted that in the first few election periods governments would 

be shorter and experience pressure to split in their third year, but will eventually 

setde down to become just as stable as single party majority governments had been 

under FPP. In addition, most MPs were aware that a change of government need not 

mean an early election, and that a more desirable scenario for many was the 

promotion of an alternative government. Nevertheless, many also cited the risk of an 

early election as incentive enough for governments to last their full term under 

MMP. 

In our exploration of the notion that duration is an accurate measure of 

governmental stability, Chapter Two found that while governments elected under. 

plurality are likely to last the full term, a small swing can easily eject them. This may 

lead to regular changes of government across terms, while sharp policy reversals may 

cause further uncertainty and instability. Given that the average duration of New 

Zealand ministries from 1935-1990 was over four years, it seems that most 

governments have had a tenure beyond one term under the simple plurality electoral 

system (and this duration incorporates leadership changes). This indicates that under 

plurality New Zealand governments have also been reasonably stable over a period 

longer than an electoral term. 

Therefore, despite the fact that most MPs think that MMP governments are 

likely to last their full electoral term, the question of tenure across terms also seems 

important for this study. As a consequence, respondents were also asked whether 

they thought that the basic 'tenure' of governments (the number of terms a 

government remains in power) under MMP will be shorter, longer, or about the same 

as traditionally under FPP. Once again, this study is able to benefit from comparison 

with results from a similar question posed by the 1995 NZPCP survey. The results of 

these enquiries depicted in Figure 9.23 show that for both studies, over sixty percent 

of MPs thought that MMP governments will last the same duration or longer over a 

series of terms as governments under plurality. 
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Figure 9.23: Question to MPs: liDo you think that the Itenure l of 

governments (ie. the number of terms it remains in 

power) under MMP will be shorter, longer, or about the 

same compared to what occurred traditionally under 

FPP?" 
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NZPCP Question: "Under MMP do you think that the tenure of governments wil l be 

shorter, about the same, longer, or don't know/can't say?" 

While this meant that a significant minority of MPs thought that governments under 

MMP would be of shorter tenure, most recognised that changes of go\-ernments 

would not necessarily occur due to elections, and "might not constitute a full 

'change' of government." This meant that regardless of whether the tenure of 

government is shorter or longer under MMP, there was greater scope under the new 

system for a high degree of continuity of the partie in government across terms. In 

other words, while a coalition termination followed by a re-formation comprising 

one of the former governing parties and a new partner is technically a change of 

government, stability is in some way assured by the continued presence of one of the 

parties. Several MPs cited the experience of the three previous years of government, 

when the government had changed quite often, but the National party played an 

anchoring role throughout. Many MPs found no reason to believe that this sort of 

pattern could not continue across a series of terms under M:NIP. 
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If this pattern occurred, it might make it "quite difficult for opposition parties 

to get into government." This also means that even if a governing party loses a large 

number of votes in an election, they still may be able to survive in government if they 

find a willing partner. This kind of entrenchment may result in over-stability or 

stagnation, if the government is unpopular or unwilling to make necessary shifts in 

policy, or simply requires rejuvenation. Thus although some MPs saw the flexibility 

that MMP offers as an important "enabling mechanism" for holding on to office, 

many thought this was useless unless the party could work with other parties and 

change with the times. While some used the example of the Free Democrats in 

Germany, who have been in government continuously since 1949 save three years 

(1966-1969), others saw the experience of the National party in government as 

indicative. These MPs used the example of the sacking of unpopular Finance 

Minister Ruth Richardson after the 1993 election to cement the support of the 

Alliance, to illustrate Jim Bolger's own belief that his party could "stay in power for a 

long time if it kept adjusting to the public mood." Moreover, several non-National 

MPs admitted that National's survival since 1993 had been a trump card for that 

party, as it had the opportunity to demonstrate that it could continue to run a stable 

government in the "new environment". 

This flexibility in governing options could clearly lead to a reasonable level of 

stability, at least in terms of the continuity of parties and personnel in power. The 

possibility that governments might not completely change having "lost" an election 

takes our analysis back to the New Zealand experience of "stable instability" in the 

nineteenth century. In that era, prime ministers were short-lived but the members of 

Cabinet persisted across many nominal changes of government, ensuring that policy 

direction maintained a constant course. Even once the party system had arrived, a 

high degree of continuity of people in power was assured due to one party 

dominance initially, and then through long periods of Reform rule and two coalition 

governments. Under the two party system, a high degree of convergence on policy 

meant that stability was usually maintained, although dealignment put this in jeopardy 

towards the end of this period. Now it appears that the ability to mix and match 

parties in (and in support of) government under MMP may mean that governmental 

stability is engendered through a minimum level of continuity across changes of 

government. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

The intention of this chapter was to discover what was likely to happen after the new 

MMP electoral system had translated votes into seats in parliament. Given the 

relative proportionality of the system, and the current support for multiple parties at 

the electoral level, it could be reasonably expected that a majority of seats for a single 

party is less likely under MMP. Thus the overall effect of MMP on stability is to elect 

a parliament, but not necessarily a government. Although the task of government 

formation is left to politicians for the first time in many decades, the stability of 

government has always depended upon their co-operation. 

Hence the focus has moved to the MPs themselves, and their expectations of 

stability under the new electoral system. Rather than reiterate the individual results of 

this study, which were largely self-evident, some conclusions should be drawn about 

the general patterns which have emerged. The first concerns the validity of the study 

itself. The responses of the surveys and interviews were clear enough on most 

questions to support the hypothesis that despite different ideologies, MPs have 

reasonably convergent expectations regarding aspects of political stability. For those 

five out of eighteen questions where responses tended to be clearly divided along 

party lines, the reasons were usually obvious. For example, in general Labour seemed 

to favour single party minority governments over National, because of the 

promotion of this option by the party leadership, and the gulf which was perceived 

to exist between Labour and the Alliance. 

In addition, through comparison with survey results gathered by the New 

Zealand Political Change Project in 1995, this study also showed that the 

expectations of MPs were fairly consistent over time. The occasions where the results 

of both studies differed markedly involved questions which called for short-term 

assessments, such as the expected number of parties in the first MMP parliament, or 

the type of government likely to be formed in 1996. The answers to such questions 

are clearly influenced by the context of the time in which they were asked, just as we 

would expect that a survey of MPs using similar questions one year further on would 

also experience variation in responses. However, for the comparable 'longer term' 

questions relating to party cohesion, the powers of the Governor-General, collective 
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cabinet responsibility, and most importantly the expected tenure of governments, the 

two studies produced consistent results. 

But what was it that MPs expected from the change to MMP? In general 

terms, politicians anticipated the retention of many elements of majoritarianism in 

New Zealand. The 'minimal winning' conditions of single party majority government 

were evident separately in the preference for either single party minority or coalition 

majority government, once politicians recognised that MMP does not guarantee the 

package deal of both. The desire to govern was also affirmed by the expectation that 

parties would remain cohesive, and governments would not promote power-sharing 

beyond their own circle. Although coalition partners would need to agree to disagree, 

the convention of collective cabinet responsibility would continue to exist in order to 

present a united front as a government. And above all, most MPs (in 1995 and 1996) 

did not expect governments under MMP to be any less durable than those elected 

under plurality in the past. 

However, it would be a mistake to assume that the nature of governmental 

stability under MMP is the same as that under plurality. The lack of a parliamentary 

majority for any single party puts new stresses on the continued survival of a 

government when power must be shared. In general, MPs were aware that this 

opened up different possibilities for governmental change than those traditionally 

experienced under single party majority rule. Although the termination and re

formation of governments between scheduled elections was theoretically conceivable 

under plurality, it was precluded by the unity of single party governments after 1935. 

But the unity of a coalition partnership is of a more recent manufacture. In other 

words, the perforations which already exist in a coalition or minority 

government/ supporting party relationship, along with the increased availability of 

alternative partners, should make these governments more susceptible to a mid-term 

ending. If parties remain as internally cohesive as they did under the two party system 

and single party majority government (as MPs expected), then the main danger of 

instability arises from governmental dissension between parties. 

However, one of the key expectations of politicians to emerge from this 

study was that under most circumstances it was undesirable to be seen to bring down 

a government and cause instability, for fear of a negative reaction from the 

electorate. The psychological theory outlined at the beginning of this chapter 
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hypothesises that the probability that a particular pattern of behaviour will occur 

depends on a person's expectancies concerning the outcomes to which this 

behaviour will lead, and the perceived value of these outcomes. A person's subjective 

expectancies regarding probable outcomes reflect past learning experience in similar 

situations.31 MPs provided their own examples of situations where voters punished 

parties for instability, citing the defeat of National in the snap election of 1984. The 

survival of the National government in its varying forms from 1993-1996 was also 

mentioned by MPs, as evidence that "other" politicians were ever conscious of the 

reaction of voters at election time to the disruption of the normal path of 

government duration and change. On the basis of these expectations of negative 

outcomes, MPs should be reluctant to indulge in behaviour which threatens stability. 

However, there may be times when such calculations may be reversed, and it is seen 

as electorally appropriate to cause the fall of a government when it is extremely 

unpopular with the public. In other words, while there are systemic factors that work 

towards co-ordination mechanisms and stability, deriving from cultural and 

institutional sources, much still depends upon the ability of politicians to perceive 

correctly the incentives and disincentives for such behaviour. 

As Chapter Six showed that MMP was an electoral system which was largely 

forced upon MPs, it might be thought that many would have low expectations of its 

likely outcomes, particularly in relation to stability, given New Zealand's past record. 

These expectations may have then affected behaviour, such that deeply entrenched 

opposition to the successful working of MMP could affect the outcomes of the new 

system. This study reveals that MPs at that time had both an understanding of, and a 

readiness to work with, the new system, so essential in the maintenance of stability. 

However, only direct experience of the new system and its outcomes would reveal 

whether the subsequent behaviour of MPs would be consistent with these 

expectations. 

3 [Walter Mischel (1971) Introduction to Personality, Holt Rinehart and Winston, New York, p.70. 



CHAPTER TEN 

1996 And All That 

The 1996 general election was New Zealand's first held under the proportional 

electoral system of Iv1MP. A year on from the October election, this brief chapter 

examines whether the hypotheses proposed in this thesis have materialised so far, 

and whether they are likely to do so in the future. The first major theory tested here 

relates to the number of parliamentary parties that win seats under the new electoral 

system. The classic theory predicts that the introduction of PR will produce a 

multiparty parliament, but this study proposes that the number of parties will be 

limited in turn by non-institutional factors, such as the persistence of a single societal 

cleavage. The second theme explored here relates to the likelihood of governmental 

stability under Iv1MP, keeping in mind the premise of the classic theory that PR and 

multipartism threaten the stability of the past by reducing the likelihood that a single 

party will govern alone. Thus the final part of this chapter will make an early 

assessment of the stability of the first MMP government after its first year in power. 

THE PARTY SYSTEM IN 1996 

Table 10.1 below depicts the results of the 1996 election; including the share of seats 

and votes that each party received. The first point to note is that the parties in 

parliament now number six, including National, Labour, New Zealand First, 

Alliance, ACT and United. 

433 
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Table 10.1: 1996 Election Results 

Party % Votes % Seats ' Electorate List Seats Total 
Seats Seats 

National f33.8 36.7 30 14 44 

Labour 28.2 30.8 26 11 37 

NZ First 13.4 14.2 6 11 17 

Alliance 10.1 10.8 13 

ACT 6.!'1 ' 6.7 

Christian 4.3 
Coalition 

,-._. 
A. Legalise I 1.7 
Cannabis 

United 0.9 0.8 1 

Total 98.5 100 65 55 

This was the number of parties that most MPs thought would result from the first 

MMP election, according to the research presented in the previous chapter. Although 

this represents an increase since the last election from four to six, it can also be seen 

as a reduction in the number of parliamentary parties when one considers that there 

were seven parties and one independent in parliament prior to the 1996 election. 

Therefore, although MMP clearly aided parliamentary party fractionalisation 

through its psychological effects, as was seen by the splintering of existing parties 

and the formation of new parties in Chapter Seven, the mechanical effects of the 

new electoral system did not fully bear up to these expectations . To begin with, the 

imposition of the 5% threshold provided an effective barrier to small parties, as is 

evidenced by the failure of the Christian Coalition to gain represen tation, despite 

winning 4.3% of the total vote. 

In order to clarify the reductive mechanical effects associated with 11MP , it is 

possible to calculate the variation in parliamentary representation if the threshold 

and/ or the allocation formula had been different to that used in the 1996 MMP 

election. As we saw in Chapter Six, the Royal Commission originally p roposed a 4% 
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threshold and a modified Sainte-Lague formula which was unused anywhere in the 

world, employing the series (3, 5, 7 ... ) as divisors, as opposed to the Sainte-Lague 

formula (1, 3, 5 .... ). Table 10.2 below reveals the different results given these alternate 

options, as well as the case where no threshold is employed. The first column of the 

table represents the results determined by the actual threshold (5%) and allocation 

formula (Sainte-Lague) under MMP in 1996. 

. Table 10.2: Variation in 1996 election results under different 

thresholds and allocation formulae1 

National 

Labopr ' 

NZ First 

Christian 
Coalition 

A: Legalise ,~ 
Cannabis 

Total 

44 

37 

17 

120 

Component options 

43 

17 16 17 17 

5 5 5 

120 120 121 121 

43 

16 

5 

121 

If the 4% threshold originally proposed by the Royal Commission had remained, 

then the Christian Coalition would have won five list seats, and there would be seven 

parliamentary parties. This would have also meant that no two parties could have 

formed a majority apart from National and Labour, which effectively spells the 

I Note that these calculations must be tempered by the knowledge that people voted on the premise 
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formation of a either a grand coalition, a three party coalition or some type of 

minority government. Even with the assistance of its "natural" coalition partners of 

ACT, United and the Christians, National would still have only had 56 votes in the 

House, and would have required support from yet another party to govern. If, on the 

other hand, no threshold existed at all then the number of parliamentary parties 

would have increased to eight, with the Aotearoa Legalise Cannabis Party being 

represented by two Members in the House. Again, this would have required the co

operation of at least three parties to form a majority government. 

Although the allocation formula had been changed from a modified version 

of Sainte-Lague to the straight Sainte-Lague formula, this did not alter the number of 

parties represented in the House for this particular election. However, the modified 

formula does seem to favour the larger parties at the expense of the smaller more 

than the standard formula, in terms of the number of seats allocated. Not only do the 

number of seats for National and Labour atrophy less when the threshold is reduced, 

but when the threshold remains at 5% their representation is higher than under th~ 

standard formula. Although the single constituency seat gained by United allowed it 

to circumvent the threshold, under this modified Sainte-Lague formula its total share 

of the vote did not qualify it for a seat anyway. This "overhang" situation would have 

led to the enlargement of the House to 121 to accommodate the extra seat. Further 

evidence that the modified formula would have been harder on smaller parties can be 

seen in the sole seat for the ALC with no threshold, and the constant seven seats for 

ACT rather than the eight which it won in reality. 

A glance at the pattern of representation under different component options 

in Table 10.2 reveals two general conclusions. First, the allocation formula has an 

influence on the division of seats for each party, with the modified formula favouring 

the accumulation of seats in fewer units. The importance of this variable may also 

vary in accordance with the distribution of the vote. A comparison of the standard 

and modified Sainte-Lague formulae under the 5% threshold reveals that the 

numbers of the seats won by the two major parties are higher under the latter. If one 

of these parties came close to fifty percent of the vote, a different allocation formula 

from that currently being used could conceivably help to manufacture a majority for 

that there was a five percent threshold, and so the distribution of the vote may well have varied 
given different conditions. 
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a single party, or at least reduce the number of parties required for a coalition by 

increasing the relative strengths of larger parties. 

Secondly, the electoral threshold has an important reductive effect on the 

number of parties represented, and this in turn has relevance for the type of 

government which forms. Clearly, if any threshold lower than five percent was in 

place at the time of the 1996 election, it would have been difficult to form a 

government with only two parties, let alone one. The hypothesis that PR leads to 

instability relies on the assumption that where more than one party is required to 

govern the room for conflict will be greater. Using the same logic, if more than two 

parties are required to govern, this administration should be even more prone to 

instability. The distribution of the total vote is an important factor in the success of 

the threshold, as this barrier will have no effect if all parties gain over five percent of 

the vote. Alternatively, if many electorally significant parties fail to make the 

threshold, the resulting disproportionality might manufacture a small majority for a 

party with close to half the vote. However, it is also possible that the presence of the 

threshold may affect the vote itself, through an effect approximating Duverger's 

reverse psychological factors (see Chapter Six). 

Political parties were clearly aware of the importance of the threshold in 

restricting the number of parties, and so they attempted to circumvent this by 

proposing that electors vote tactically. This was more apparent on the right of the 

political spectrum, for while it was never doubted that National would receive the 

most votes, it seemed unlikely that any other party deemed compatible with National 

would make it past the threshold, or at least not in sufficient numbers to comprise an 

overall majority. The most overt example of National attempting to help another 

party up for coalition purposes appeared in the electorate of Ohariu-Belmont, where, 

as part of the coalition agreement between the two parties, it had agreed not to run a 

candidate against the sitting United Cabinet Minister Peter Dunne. United, sensing 

that it would be unlikely to gain 5% of the party vote, saw the winning of an 

electorate seat as a means of bringing in more United members through the party's 

list vote. However, this was the only seat won by United, as the party was even 

unable to pass the 1.2% (approximately) needed to return another MP from the list. 2 

2It is difficult to say whether Dunne would have won this seat without National's tactical 
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Despite speculation that National had made a similar proposal to stand down in the 

new seat of Cororriandel in favour of Christian Democrat leader Graeme Lee this , 

did not form part of the governing agreement between the two parties. 

Although National adopted a campaign which reinforced the notion that 

people should cast both party and electorate votes for that party, by the end of 

campaign it was apparent that they had discarded this in some areas in favour of 

tactical voting. The main beneficiary of this was ACT, which had barely passed the 

threshold in any polls prior to the election, but was able to benefit from voters who 

wanted to see a National-led government. As insurance of ACT's presence in the 

new parliament, at the last moment Jim Bolger advised Wellington Central voters 

who wanted a centre-right government to elect ACT Leader Richard Prebble over 

National candidate Mark Thomas. By winning a constituency seat, ACT could win 

further seats from the list if it failed to reach the threshold. This kind of tactical 

voting illustrates that MMP elections may continue to be emphasised as mechanisms 

by which governments, rather than simply parliaments, are elected. 

As it turned out, ACT was the only party which did not previously have a 

parliamentary base to win representation under MMP. This exemplified the view that 

whilst PR favours minor parties in the translation of votes to seats, it does not lead to 

their creation. In any case, ACT's top three parliamentary members are all ex-Cabinet 

ministers, and its founder Sir Roger Douglas was the Minister of Finance in the 

Fourth Labour Government.3 Thus, although singularly successful as a new party, 

ACT could be more accurately described as a splinter party rather than one which 

has sprung-up from a grass-roots level. Although some would believe that the party 

system has become more polarised with MMP, it continues to be predominantly 

based on the single socioeconomic issue dimension. 4 To argue that the parties spread 

withdrawal, but if he had not, the number of parliamentary parties would be reduced to five 
(with an extra seat going to New Zealand First). 

3 ACT Leader Richard Prebble was a Cabinet Minister in the fourth Labour government, as was 
ACT MP Ken Shirley. ACT Deputy Leader Derek Quigley was a Minister in Muldoon's 
National government, but was ejected from Cabinet for his outspoken criticism of the 
intervention of the state in the economy. Ruth Richardson, the former Finance Minister of the 
National Government from 1990-1993, has also joined the ACT party as a member. 

4With the further possibility that a Maori ethnic cleavage could be mobilised, given New Zealand 
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along the primary ideological spectrum are more extreme under MMP ignores the 

idea that the cross-section of political opinion in the new parliament differs little 

from the old. ACT provides a good example of this, with members holding similar 

policy positions to some who were included within National and Labour caucuses 

for the last fifteen years under FPP. However MMP has refined the representation of 

these opinions expressed as different parties, where plurality encouraged a 

consolidation of a broad range of views into larger units. Nevertheless, it is of 

interest to note the lack of "new" parties represented in the first MMP parliament, 

particularly those representing different issue dimensions. 

The psychological factors which surround a change to a PR electoral system 

should theoretically point to a rise not only in the number of parliamentary parties, 

but also the number of electoral parties. This is because MMP offers a greater 

opportunity to gain representation for smaller parties, and so there is more 

encouragement to form and contest parties under the new electoral system. Chapter 

Seven illustrated that a number of new parliamentary and electoral parties were 

created for this reason. Nevertheless, Figure 10.1 shows that although the number of 

electoral parties has fluctuated somewhat under FPP, those contesting the 1996 

MMP election did not represent a significant increase. 

This result may have been due to the imposition of the threshold, or perhaps 

the stipulations involved with registration may have seemed insurmountable 

(registration qualifies parties to have members elected from the party list). It is 

worthy to note that twelve parties contesting the election did not choose to register, 

as each would have been required to provide proof of at least five hundred members. 

Perhaps this reflects the idea that although there has been a fundamental change in 

the electoral system, the actual 'carrying capacity' of New Zealand's political system 

remains somewhat constant and limited. In other words, although the new electoral 

system allows for a fairly wide range of parties to be represented, if the support for 

additions to the party system does not exist in society then new parties may simply 

fail to gain traction. 

First's success in the Maori seats in 1993, and particularly in 1996 when the party won all five 
of them. 
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Trends for the Future 

Throughout this thesis the progress of the effective number of electoral and 

parliamentary parties has been tracked since their emergence under FPP 

(remembering that this measure takes into account the relative support/seats of 

parties). To complete this pattern, Figure 10.2 incorporates the results of the 1996 

:MMP election into the graph beginning in 1891.5 From the mid-1950s we can see 

that the effective number of electoral parties has been steadily tracking upwards, but 

that until 1993 the FPP electoral system had been relatively unresponsive to this 

increase. According to Taagepera and Shugart, an increase in the gap between the 

number of electoral and parliamentary parties can lead to an increase in district 

magnitude, that is, the adoption of an electoral system which treats small parties 

more favourably, if new issues cannot be successfully expressed by existing parties. 6 

It certainly seems as if the change of electoral system in New Zealand is associated 

with an increasing fractionalisation of the party system. The 1996 result brought its 

most fractionalised parliament yet, with 3.76 effective parliamentary parties, and an 

overall fractionalisation which transferred itself into 4.38 effective electoral parties.7 

However; one thing the graph also reveals is that there is still a significant gap 

between the effective number of electoral and parliamentary parties, despite the 

introduction of a more proportional electoral system. This disproportionality is able 

to be measured, and with an average index of disproportionality of 4.49, the 1996 

MMP election outcome was more disproportional than FPP elections in 1914 (3.64), 

1928 (3.43), and 1946 (1.07). Despite the intended proportionality of the system, the 

imposition of the 5% threshold meant that 7.5% of votes were wasted for parties 

which failed to reach this level of support. These wasted votes were taken out of the 

calculation for seats, so that each party's percentage of seats is a little higher than the 

percentage of the total vote that they received (see Table 10.1). 

If more parties receive support which is electorally significant but fail to pass 

the threshold, then the likelihood of disproportionality under :MMP is much greater. 

SEffective number of electoral and parliamentary parties calculated as for Figures 4.1 and 5.1. 

6Taagepera & Shugart, 1989, p.154. 

7Remembering that Nagel calculated that the effective number of parliamentary parties under 
MMP would be 3.42, from mechanical factors alone. 
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Therefore, the power of IV1MP to produce more proportional outcomes rests to a 

large degree on the actual distribution of the vote. This was also the case under FPP, 

for if one glances at Figure 10.2 one sees points where the number of electoral and 

parliamentary parties came close to convergeance, and these coincide with the low 

disproportionality plurality elections mentioned above. However, the actual 

distribution of votes may be affected in turn by the perceived externalities of 

electoral systems, or what Duverger called the psychological factors. In other words, 

people may vote predominantly for two parties under FPP because they are 

perceived to have the best chance of success, and this may minimise 

disproportionality, depending upon the 'electoral bonus' awarded to the leading 

party. Conversely, people may vote for a wider range of parties under MMP because 

their chances are seen as much better than before, but this may maintain 

disproportionality if many fail to pass 5%. In turn, the exclusion of parliamentary 

parties through this mechanism may exert a reverse psychological effect of its own. 

Note in Figure 10.1 that not only did a large number electoral parties fail to make the 

jump to parliamentary party status, but even two of the 'significant' parties winning 

one percent or more of the vote were not represented in parliament (remembering 

that United gained representation with only 0.9% of the vote by winning a 

constituency seat). Thus any future study of the effects of the electoral system on the 

party system in New Zealand should pay attention to the possible reverse 

psychological effect of the. threshold if the number of electoral parties decreases. 

In any case, it is clear from Figure 10.2 that MMP has still heralded a multiparty 

system in Parliament. But the electoral system alone is probably neither cause nor 

consequence of the increase in parliamentary parties. We know that the side-effects 

of the dealignment of the two party system led to pressl,lre for a change in electoral 

system, but also that voters were more prepared to vote for minor parties under FPP 

in 1993. If we look at Figure 10.3, which tracks the share of the vote for the two 

parties since 1938, we see that the decrease began in 1954, and apart from 1987 and 

1990, has been eroding glacially since then. In fact, it can be seen that the combined 

vote for minor parties was over half the combined vote for National and Labour for 

the first time in 1996. Thus the decline in the two party vote, and the increase in 
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support for third and minor parties, occurred independently from an electoral system 

which by no means encouraged this kind of phenomenon. 

Nevertheless, it is also clear that the new electoral system has more readily 

facilitated, and even encouraged this trend to multipartism, by offering a much more 

accessible route to parliament than FPP (see Chapter Seven). However, 1996 has also 

offered some indications that the number of parliamentary parties is not likely to 

increase further. One is the uncertainty that surrounds the future of several existing 

parties. As under FPP, it is plausible that failure to get elected first time around under 

MMP can also limit the future of a political party. Although many thought that the 

Christian Coalition would be the most likely of National's pre-packaged coalition 

partners to pass the threshold, its unity has not withstood defeat, and the two 

constituent parties, Christian Heritage and the Christian Democrats, have gone their 

separate ways.8 If anything, the election may have demonstrated that attempts to 

mine the religious cleavage in New Zealand may be untenable, unless likely parties 

try to embrace mainstream churchgoers rather than focusing almost exclusively upon 

'new- life' Christian support. In any case, it appears that such a cleavage could only 

support one party at best, and the division and competition between these two 

parties has reduced such an eventuality. 

Although many commentators thought that MMP would advance minority 

and special interests, this was achieved most successfully through the list candidate 

selection process of the successful parties, as various ethnic minority parties failed to 

make an impact on their own. The mechanical effects of the new electoral system 

have led two of the non-Maori ethnic minority parties which contested the 1996 

election, Advance NZ and the Ethnic Minority Party, to merge with the United 

party,9 a move which may also be related to the fading of the immigration issue. 

Despite representing an issue of relatively minor salience, the Aotearoa Legalise 

Cannabis Party performed credibly (with nearly double the vote of the United Party), 

but this still proved to be a 'wasted' vote under the new electoral system. Such single

issue parties are therefore likely to remain transitory, and such causes are probably 

8New Zealand Herald, 9 May 1997. 

9The Ethnic Minority Party joined in a pre-election coalition with United (Media Statement: Hon. 
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more likely to continue to be advanced through pressure groups, in turn lobbying 

larger political patties. 

Of the parties that did gain representation, the futures of some are not so 

certain either, despite the supposed benevolence of the new electoral system. Figure 

10.4 below tracks the fortunes of the parties in public opinion polling since the 1996 

election. 

Figure 10.4: UMR Insight public opinion poll of Party support 

December 1994 ~ October 1997 

THE PARTY VOTE 
As you may know under MMP you have two votes, one for the candidate in the electorate you live in, and 
the second for a party. Thinking about this party vote only, if the general election were held today which 
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The smallest party in parliament, United, has never made an impact on the graph 

above the margin of error. Not required to form the new government and reduced to 

a single-MP, United has naturally found it difficult to make an impact. In terms of its 

ideological stance, it was usurped from the potential role of centre party by the part 

Peter Dunne MP, 14 September 1997) shortly after Advance NZ merged with United (Press 
Release: United New Zealand, 3 September 1997), but were said to be looking towards a 

ACT 



Chapter Ten 447 

that New Zealand First played after the 1996 election, 1n conducting dual 

negotiations to govern with both Labour and National. 

New Zealand First emerged from the election In an influential position, 

holding the balance of power between the separate demands of National and Labour 

to govern. Despite earlier ruling out working with the leadership of the National 

Party, and against the expectations of many of its supporters, New Zealand First 

joined National in a coalition majority government. More detail will be given to the 

formation process and the fortunes of the coalition below, but suffice to say, New 

Zealand First has become very unpopular since the election. Despite winning 13% of 

the vote at the 1996 election, the poll ratings of the party dropped below five percent 

(the threshold value) early in 1997, and have stayed at low levels ever since (see 

Figure 10.4). 

New Zealand First initially began to lose its fundamental support when it 

would not rule out working with any party after the election during the later stages of 

the 1996 campaign. This support eroded further when the party was seen to 

unnecessarily prolong the government formation process by opting for dual coalition 

negotiations, although this may have been an attempt to establish the appearance of 

being a true centre party. The eventual decision to go with National may have been 

founded on a greater potential to appear as a distinct entity in partnership, for New 

Zealand First to provide a softer edge to some of National's hard line economic 

policies. In sharing more common policy ground with Labour, a coalition with that 

party may have seen New Zealand First overshadowed by its larger partner. 

However, this was undoubtedly the path that most New Zealand First supporters 

wanted the party to take, as is evidenced by the decline in the party's poll support 

since December 1996 when the coalition with National was announced. 

Participation in government has revealed the party's lack of ideological base, 

and there is a perception that New Zealand First's involvement has left the 

government substantially unaltered from previous National administrations in the 

policy it has produced. Paradoxically, New Zealand First has shouldered much of the 

electorate's anger with the government alone until the middle of 1997. It seems 

possible that New Zealand First could continue as a Maori party, having 

merger in the future and would contest the next election under the United banner. 



Chapter Ten 448 

spectacularly wrested the five Maori seats in 1996 from a Labour hegemony which 

lasted fifty years. By emphasising this ethnic issue dimension, a Maori party could 

occupy a balancing centre role between Labour and National without threat from the 

centripetal forces of the two major parties, as long as its policies along this issue 

dimension were fairly broad. However, this move would almost certainly cause a 

major split in the party, and there is no guarantee on present polling that even the 

New Zealand First Maori MPs will retain their seats at the next election. Without an 

identifiable and persistent support base from which it can carve its own 'niche', New 

Zealand First illustrates the danger that a centre party confronts in a polity where the 

major parties converge towards the centre of a single issue dimension. 

Although it retained a role in government, National has not escaped from its 

coalition relationship unscathed (see Figure 10.4). In securing a deal, Prime Minister 

Jim Bolger was criticised by National colleagues for being seen to have too close a 

friendship to New Zealand First leader Winston Peters, which was ironic given the 

acrimony that formerly typified their relationship. Some in the party were angry at 

the concessions made in order to govern, particularly the delay of planned tax cuts by 

one year. As the inexperience of New Zealand First members revealed itself, 

National MPs grew reluctant to allow three New Zealand First MPs to be promoted 

to Cabinet in October 1998, as stated in the coalition agreement. In an attempt to 

assert its own "branding" as a centre-right party, the caucus elected Jenny Shipley as 

new leader of the National Party on 4 November 1997.10 

If New Zealand First's future as a party seems bleak, then National's best 

hope for a coalition partner in times to come may be ACT. Although it won 

representation largely due to tactical voting from those who wished to see a 

National-led government, ACT now has a foothold in parliament from which to 

advance its own agenda. However, the impact of the party has almost solely been 

based on the populist stances it has taken, against the 'perks' of MPs and the 

construction of a proposed ministerial building dubbed the "parliamentary palace". 

In doing this they have indicated that they may not be the dream coalition partners 

IOThe leadership bid became public the previous day, and although Bolger decided to resign at 
II pm November 3, it was not until the next day at the National caucus meeting that Shipley 
was confirmed as National's leader designate. A transition phase of a month was agreed upon 
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for National, and may prefer to support a minority government of that flavour 

having viewed the quandary of New Zealand First. Figure 10.4 shows that ACT has 

survived just above the threshold level, which suggests that support for its brand of 

free-market liberalism is small but constant. If ACT wishes to branch out further 

towards the centre, then it will compete direcdy with National, so it seems that if 

ACT survives as a party it will need to fight to stay above the threshold. 

The other wing of the party system in New Zealand, the Alliance, may face 

similar problems as ACT. After previously counting itself out of a role in the 

government which resulted from the 1996 election, the number of votes won by the 

Alliance suffered, in an 8% drop from the previous election, held under plurality. 

Thus, the change in electoral rules may have limited significance for the fortunes of 

minor parties if one looks at the decline of the Alliance. In addition, Figure 10.4 

shows that the Alliance have hardly been the beneficiaries of the government's 

unpopularity, indicating that the main political divide may now exist over the role of 

the state in social spheres such as health and education, while most New Zealanders 

accept the role of the market in the economy. The Alliance also faces branding· 

problems and the risk of being subsumed by Labour if it softens its approach too 

much, and may be more attracted to a looser arrangement in the future rather than a 

formal coalition. It seems unlikely that the Alliance will recover the kind of support it 

had in the early 1990s due to the gradual realignment of the major parties, but like 

ACT, it may survive as a constant force on the wing. 

Although it has been predicted ever since its formation, the five party 

Alliance has also finally succumbed to internal division between its constituent 

parties. Mana Motuhake list MP Alamein Kopu left the Alliance after being elected 

to parliament on the party's list, and after a brief period as an independent, she has 

formed her own Mana Wahine (Maori Women's) Party. This caused some public 

outrage at the ability of MPs under MMP, and particularly those elected on the list, to 

continue to "party-hop", while it also brought the number of parties represented in 

parliament up to seven. However, a more serious split for the Alliance has been 

caused by the Greens. Not content with their role in the Alliance for some time, and 

fearful that their 'green' label was being submerged within that identity to the benefit 

before Bolger officially resigned as prime minister and Shipley was sworn in (Sunday Star
Times, 9 November 1997, Cl). 
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of newer green parties, the Green Party officially broke away from the Alliance on 23 

November 1997. It will contest the next election as a separate party, but has 

expressed interest in forming a coalition with the Alliance. 1 I 

This sort of move was prophesied from an early stage for the reason that the 

Alliance was originally formed as an electoral accommodation, to combine the 

strengths of minor parties against the disproportionality of the plurality electoral 

system. With the introduction of MMP, the actions of the Greens fit with the classic 

theory outlined at the beginning of Chapter One, that PR may have a "splintering" 

effect on the party system, where parties perceive that they may be able to gain 

representation on their own under less restrictive electoral rules. Although the 

Greens gained 6.9% of the vote as a separate party in 1990, this was under a different 

electoral system (plurality) and different circumstances (mass disillusionment with 

Labour), and whether they will gain the five percent of the vote necessary to gain 

representation alone remains to be seen. 

If the Greens do survive on their own, it may be that for many people they 

would provide a more acceptable coalition partner for a Labour-led government than 

the Alliance. However, this may be one of the only options for the Greens if they 

survive, for as noted in Chapter Seven, this Green party is aligned to the 

socioeconomic policy of the left of centre, and therefore could not pose as an ideal 

centre party without undergoing a shift in position. In any case, the secession of the 

Greens is a good example of the psychological effects of a PR system, acting to 

increase the number of electoral parties. This also occurred in the lead-up to the first 

MMP election, with many new electoral and parliamentary parties being disappointed 

not only by the mechanical effects of the electoral system, but also by the 

distribution of the vote, of which those beyond the first eight parties saw very little in 

1996. 

As we can see from the polling in Figure 1004, Labour has been the chief 

beneficiary of the government's poor performance as the obvious core around which 

an alternative government could be formed. The decision by New Zealand First to 

govern with National has simplified the political divide, which now exists between 

Labour and the government. But Labour's resurrection has also come from its quiet 

IIOne of the three Green MPs, Phillida Bunkie, opted to stay with the Alliance. 
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realignment to the centre-left after being beaten comprehensively in 1990. Labour's 

rise in the polls has meant that for the first time in many years, one party has reached 

50% approval in the public opinion polls (see Figure 10.4, September/October 

1997). Although this level of support may be difficult to sustain, it shows that party 

fractionalisation under a reasonably "feeble" electoral system may still be limited by 

non-institutional, sociological factors. Figure 10.4 demonstrates that despite a 

proportional electoral system, much still separates the major parties and the minor 

parties, indicating the persistence of a two party pattern of politics. In Sartori's terms 

this equates to a 'strong' party system, as one which may mitigate the effects of the 

electoral system (see Figure 1.2, position II) by restraining the choice of the voter 

through established channels of party support. If the dominance of the 

socioeconomic cleavage persists, then it can be assumed that political choices will 

remain relatively simple, despite the proportionality of the electoral system. 

STABILITY UNDER MMP 

After a year of MMP government, it has clearly been far too short a time to draw 

comprehensive conclusions regarding stability under the new electoral system. What 

follows is therefore a brief account of how governmental stability in New Zealand 

has been affected so far by the incidence of PR elections and a multiparty parliament. 

As Table 10.1 reveals, the first MMP election in New Zealand on October 12 left no 

single party with a majority of seats in parliament, which meant that two or more 

parties would need to form a government with the support of a majority of MPs. 

Forming a government 

Given that government formation in multiparty systems compnses another whole 

field of political science literature, this chapter will not dwell on the coalition 

formation process, as this has already been the subject of analysis elsewhere. 12 The 

12See Jonathan Boston, Stephen Levine, Elizabeth McLeay and Nigel S. Roberts (1997) The 1996 
General Election in New Zealand: Proportional Representation and Political Change, 
Australian Quarterly, vol.69 no.l; Jonathan Boston (1997) Learning the Art of Government 
Formation under Proportional Representation: Recent New Zealand Experience, Paper 
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1996 result offered little in the way of an 'automatic' coalition, as the combined 

strength of National, United and ACT only came to 53 votes out of 120. Although 

many expected that New Zealand First would seek to govern with Labour, the 

former recognised the balance of power position it held, and in an unusual step 

opened up dual negotiations with both National and Labour. These continued in 

secret for some eight weeks with no outward indication that either major party was 

favoured over the other, in what was clearly becoming a bidding process to tender 

for the right to govern. When the opening of parliament drew near as constitutionally 

prescribed, New Zealand First sought to delay its meeting by two days so that a 

government could be presented to the House. As many MPs recognised in the 

previous chapter, the meeting of parliament exerted an informal pressure on the 

formation of a government within eight weeks of the election, which was also about 

the time that most thought coalition negotiations would take (see Chapter Nine). 

As noted above, New Zealand First decided to join National in a coalition 

government, in a public announcement followed by the signing of a coalition 

agreement by the leaders of both parties. At no stage did the Governor-General 

intervene, nor was he required to, as the politicians took the lead in organising 

negotiations and the eventual agreement was announced publicly before parliament 

met. This not only demonstrates the ability of party leaders to negotiate without 

intervention from a third party, but also recognises the continuity in the strength of 

party discipline under MMP. At the time the coalition was announced, the support of 

each party caucus was assured before the need to test the government's confidence in 

parliament. As an illustration of this point, when parliament met the following day 

there was no formal confirming vote in the new government, but there was also no 

question that this government had the support of a majority of MPs. 

During the extended period of negotiations, National remained as caretaker 

government, and despite some prior concern most New Zealanders were unfazed by 

the absence of a new government. Thus in terms of the instability which may have 

resulted from this interim period between governments, the constitutional 

arrangements ensured that the everyday tasks of government would continue while 

politicians undertook the task of forming a new government. As an indicator of this 

delivered to the British Political Science Association Conference, April 
(http://www.vuw.ac.nz/pols/nzpcp). 
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underlying stability and lack of alarm, the financial markets which had previously 

panicked at the unexpected election results in 1993 withstood the results of the first 

MMP election and the aftermath with relative calm. The key here was the general 

predictability of the result, in that it had already been recognised that a single party 

would be unlikely to win a majority of seats, and so this had been factored in to 

market prices before the election. 

In opting to govern with National, New Zealand First chose the option of a 

coalition majority over a coalition minority government with Labour and support 

from the Alliance. At a combined total of 61 votes out of 120, the new government 

was a minimal-winning coalition, and the ability to govern without the support of 

another party must have been an attractive prospect for New Zealand First. Note 

from the previous chapter that most MPs not only indicated that a coalition majority 

was the most likely form of government, but also the most preferable in the 

circumstances. Although the New Zealand First caucus must have realised the anger 

it would face from its own supporters for siding with National, it may have been a 

tactical decision which recognised that the party might better preserve its identity in 

such an arrangement. Such tactical considerations were also present at the 

announcement of the coalition, when New Zealand First leader Winston Peters 

effectively blamed the Alliance for the inability to make a deal with Labour.13 

Although the Alliance had approved support for a Labour-New Zealand First 

Government, New Zealand First clearly wished to damage the support of its 

previous rival in the vote for economic nationalism, against foreign ownership of 

resources and the sale of state assets. 

Although tactical considerations did play a role in negotiations to form a 

government, some of the other factors which were deemed to be important by MPs 

played a less clear-cut role. If it is agreed that New Zealand First chose to go with 

National partly because the two parties were sufficiently different that their identities 

could survive, then how did this square with the wider policy differences between the 

two parties? In the first place, the New Zealand party system was not so polarised 

that National and New Zealand First could not be viewed as ideologically adjacent. 

Despite being closer to New Zealand First in terms of policy, Labour was not as 

13Assignment (1996) The Great Coalition Trade-off, TVNZ, videocassette, 19 December. 
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ready to concede on as many matters of policy as National. It is thought that one of 

Labour's undoings was its unwillingness to give Peters a senior finance role, and if 

this is true then it appears that portfolio allocation may be a more important factor 

than the survey responses of the previous chapter recognise. This study did not 

include portfolio allocation as a potential obstacle in coalition negotiations to be 

ranked, but given the experience of 1996 it is clear that a flaw in the research design 

has been exposed. 14 Although it may invalidate the results for this particular question, 

this finding is beneficial for refining the shape of future surveys on this topic. As 

minimal winning coalition theories predict, such calculations of how the spoils of 

government are shared out do indeed seem to matter. 

If anything, MPs had been expecting that personality conflicts would play an 

important role in such negotiations, particularly between the leaders of National and 

New Zealand First. However, these seemed to cease to be a problem as the task of 

forming a government proceeded, and this might explain some of the surprise of 

many that New Zealand First would join with National. Clearly, the desire to govern 

from the strongest possible position overruled the personal differences which had 

existed between the leading members of both parties. However, it may be premature 

to rule out personality conflicts altogether from the equation. After being rejected by 

New Zealand First at the same time that the new government was announced, many 

Labour MPs felt that New Zealand First had "strung them along" to gain valuable 

bargaining leverage in their simultaneous negotiations with National. The resulting 

bitterness of Labour towards New Zealand First which has revealed itself in the new 

parliament so far may therefore be a difficult obstacle to overcome if cooperation 

between the two parties is required in the future. 

Stability under MMP? 

Figure 10.4 suggests that the declining level of public support for National and New 

Zealand First in particular may result from quicker than usual disillusionment with 

the new government. In its first year the government has been dogged by 

controversy regarding the activities of New Zealand First MPs in particular, which 

14However, as the previous chapter mentioned, four MPs noted under 'Other' that such 
considerations would be important in the negotiation process. 
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has placed strain on the coalition relationship (See Appendix B to this thesis for a 

brief account of the turbulent initiation of the new government). Despite the 

presence of these potential critical events, which have been hypothesised as being 

more likely to cause the termination of a government if it is comprised of more than 

one party, the coalition government has stayed together. The major theoretical 

difference between coalition majority and single party majority, in terms of stability, 

is the increased likelihood of the fall of a government due to governmental 

dissension between parties in a coalition situation. The overall majority of the 

coalition has been under threat, while the possibility was alive that disgraced Te Tai 

Hauraura MP Tuku Morgan might resign from parliament or sacked Associate 

Health Minister Neil Kirton would leave New Zealand First. However, on issues of 

confidence and supply ACT and United pledged to support the government, and so 

the coalition was able to withstand the attrition of their majority if necessary. This 

mirrors the situation in the 1993-1996 parliament, for Chapter Seven showed that 

even in situations where the government was in a minority, enough parties did not 

want to bring down the government to allow it to survive. 

However, with the poor performance of the government, something had to 

give, and the pressure valve came in the form of the leadership of the National Party. 

While Jenny Shipley's accession to the prime ministership constituted a technical 

change of government, Table 10.3 below shows that this did not change the type of 

government, nor the parties in government. 

In fact, although the government has technically changed many times over 

the past seven years, the constant in this pattern of instability is the continuity of the 

National Party in power. The advent of multiparty politics under MMP therefore 

opens the way for the kind of "stable instability" that typified earlier periods of multi 

and pre-party politics in New Zealand. The difference that the presence of parties 

make in this situation is that they are able to structure the continuity of policy and 

personnel if one party continues in power through changes in government. It is also 

possible that this perpetuation in power may be a bad thing, if the electorate desires 

the removal of certain personnel or parties from government. However, the first 

MMP government changed the overall composition of cabinet more decidedly than 

the government changes which immediately preceded it, while Shipley's accession to 
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Table 10.3: Duration of New Zealand Governments 1990m 1997 

Prime Party!Parties Govt. Type Govt. Life Span Duration 
Minister (days) 
Jim Bolger National Single Party 27 October 1990 - 11 1415 

Majority September 1994 

(a.)27 October 1990 - 6 1106 November 1993 

(b.) 6 November 1993 -
11 September 1994 309 

Jim Bolger National - ROC Coalition 11 September 1994 - 9 240 
Majority May 1995 

Jim Bolger National- ROC Coalition 9 May 1995 - 28 August 111 
Minority 1995 

Jim Bolger National Single Party 28 August 1995 - 184 
Minority 28 February 1996 

Jim Bolger National - United Coalition 28 February 1996 - 6 7 
Majority March 1996 

Jim Bolger National - United Coalition 6 March 1996 - 12 220 
Minority October 1996 

Jim Bolger National- NZ Coalition 10 December 1996 - 363 
First Majority 8 December 1997 

Jenny Shipley National- NZ Coalition 8 December 1997-
First Majority 

power has also altered the face of National's front bench with a cabinet reshuffle. It 

may have been the continuation in power of many of National's front bench since 

1990 which contributed to the call for a new leader of that party and a rejuvenation 

of the cabinet line-up in the first place. After all, by the time of the first MMP 

election Bolger had already been leader of the National party for decade. Thus parties 

will still need to be aware to not let their tenure in power stagnate, and as such the 

shift in leadership represents a category of government change which transcends the 

type of electoral system. 

However, the leadership coup which installed Shipley as National leader and 

Prime Minister gave the first indication that coalition governments may be more 

susceptible to early termination through governmental dissension. Following the 

decision by the National caucus to elect Shipley as leader, New Zealand First took 

about a week out to decide how it felt about this change. Enraged at the dumping of 

Bolger and the lack of consultation, Winston Peters privately threatened to pull New 
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Zealand First out of the coalition, and then faced Shipley with a list of demands to 

ensure that existing coalition policy would be maintained.15 At the same time, 

Winston Peters sent a letter to the leader of the Labour Party Helen Clark, asking 

whether her party would like to form a new government with New Zealand First. 

Clark refused, holding out for the opportunity to fight an early election given 

Labour's high poll ratings. After some vacillation, New Zealand First decided to 

maintain its governing relationship with National despite the change of leader, upon 

assurances from Shipley that. the coalition agreement would be upheld even more 

firmly. 

Thus the most important critical event which has occurred so far has been 

the change in the National Party leadership. It may have been that New Zealand 

First saw the election of Shipley, who is perceived to lean more to the right than her 

predecessor, as intended to bring New Zealand First to heel and to ensure National 

dominated the coalition. Alternatively, the approach to Labour may have been a ploy 

to warn National that New Zealand First would not be pushed around, and was 

prepared to use other avenues to maintain power. 16 The survival of its separate 

identity as a party was clearly important to New Zealand First, but given poor poll 

ratings it drew the line at causing an early election once it was clear that an alternative 

government with Labour could not be formed. 

The other scenario mooted at this time was that in electing Shipley National 

wanted to appear distinct from its coalition partner, and could attempt to rule as a 

minority government with support from New Zealand First. This would also give 

New Zealand First more room to appear independent from the government, 

particularly as the next election approaches. At the moment this is the most likely 

governmental change that could occur before the next election, given Labour's 

unwillingness to form a new government mid-term with New Zealand First, and the 

latter's unwillingness to face the electorate. 

15Christchurch Press, 27 December 1997, p.17. 

16In fact, as the letter from Peters to Clark effectively invited Labour to govern with New Zealand 
First under the terms of the agreement it had with National, it was bound to fail. Because 
National were the eventual winners in the initial coalition negotiation process, Labour were 
clearly unprepared to accept the same terms the first time around. The chances that Labour 
would agree the second time around when it was in a much more powerful position (and New 
Zealand First in a much weaker state) were remote. 
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Despite the fact that the first l\1MP government has continued to survive, 

there are signs that the activities of the government so far have had a destabilising 

effect in a more abstract sense. Quite apart from its technical durability, in the minds 

of New Zealanders the government is unstable and unpopular, and there has been 

evanescent but recurring talk of an early election with each episode of controversy. 

This 'instability' is reflected in the current polling for the government parties, but this 

was also the case under FPP - parties which performed poorly in government were 

punished by electors. In this way, MPs and parties are still seen as responsible for the 

overall stability of governments. 

However, blame for the early turbulence of the government has also centred 

on the new electoral system. Along with calls for a smaller parliament, public support 

for MMP has also suffered since the first election in which it was used. Figure 10.5 

Figure 10.5: UMR Insight public opinion poll of Electoral 

System support October 1996 m September 1997 
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depicts how Mlv1P and FPP have swapped positions in terms of preferred electoral 

system, in the space of a year. 

Chapter Seven hypothesised that majority support for Mlv1P in 1993 was 

largely a function of the public disillusionment with the lack of accountability of the 

two major parties, focusing in particular on broken campaign promises. However, 

the lack of a parliamentary majority for any single party as a result of the first Mlv1P 

election meant that parties would need to trade away some of their policies in order 

to govern. Not only was this disheartening for supporters of the new electoral 

system, but New Zealand First's decision to govern with National constituted a 

broken promise of a different magnitude. Just as voters had blamed FPP for the 

activities of MPs and their parties in 1993, Mlv1P is currently being blamed by those 

who see it is the cause of the present ills. This connection may be more acute with 

Mlv1P, as Taagepera and Shugart wrote that in times of stress, electoral systems "of 

recent date become a focus for debate and worsen the crisis."l? This 'guilt by 

association' was also responsible for condemning the system of PR which coincided 

with the instability of Weimar Germany, through the writings of Finer and Hermens 

examined in Chapter One. 

Ironically, the poll performance of Labour as depicted in Figure lOA, in 

coincidence perhaps with the public's desire for a 'decisive' result, raises the 

possibility that some Mlv1P elections may result in a single party majority 

government. IS This underscores the notion that the effect of the electoral system on 

stability is largely dependent on the distribution of the vote among political parties, 

and then on the actions of MPs once elected. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The results of the first MMP election in New Zealand accord with the first premise 

of the classic theory: that PR electoral systems result in multiparty parliaments. 

17Taagepera & Shugart, 1989, p.235. 

ISNote that the good poll performance of National in 1995 led to a similar expectation that the first 
MMP election might result in a single party majority government (Boston et al., 1996, pp.27, 
30,97-98). 
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However, note that the action of the new electoral system is not to multiply the 

number of parties, but to reflect those parties with significant voter support in the 

make-up of the legislature. This function is limited by the institutional proviso that 

'significant' parties are those which win over five percent of the vote or one 

constituency seat. Thus the first :MMP election did act to reduce the number of 

parliamentary parties, which had expanded in anticipation of the switch to PR. A 

psychological effect of this mechanical hurdle should be to discourage small parties 

in the future. But the new electoral system continues to provide at least some 

impetus for parties to splinter, as is evidenced by the break of the Greens from the 

Alliance. 

Although this chapter has shown that MMP offers a lower barrier to 

representation than FPP, that is not sufficient in itself to guarantee a multiparty 

system. Using Sartori's terminology, MMP has so far shown itself to be a relatively 

'feeble' electoral system, which means that it is more likely to reflect total party 

support than distort it. But the actual distribution of the vote will clearly have a large 

bearing on how many parties are represented. The de alignment of the two party 

system had already led to a higher effective number of ekctoral parties under FPP, 

but the aftermath of the first :MMP election indicates that the pattern of support is 

contracting into fewer parties than those elected in 1996. This is not to argue that the 

number of parties could not expand in the future, but it seems as if the 'carrying 

capacity' of the socioeconomic cleavage has already reached its peak, and unless 

another issue dimension increases in saliency, the party system will probably remain 

bipolar in its profile. 

As hypothesised, the election of a multiparty parliament under MMP left no 

party with a majority of seats, and as most MPs predicted in the previous chapter, a 

coalition majority government was formed. Although unusual in its dual negotiation 

format, the government formation process did not require the intervention of third 

parties, and politicians undertook responsibility for reaching a decision before 

parliament met. As expected by MPs themselves, policy differences and tactical 

considerations were important factors in the negotiation process, although 

personality conflicts did not make anything like the kind of impact they were 

predicted to. Although the decision by New Zealand First to govern with National 

was a controversial one, and despite the fact that the government has been dogged 
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by controversy, it has continued to survive in much the same form. However, the 

government's poor performance has arguably made a less quantifiable impact on 

political stability, measured only by the regard for which the coalition is held by the 

public. 

This 'abstract' instability is less the result of the workings of the electoral 

system and more traceable to the actions of politicians themselves, to which the 

breakdown in the second term of the fourth Labour government serves as an 

example under FPP. As for the measure of stability employed in this thesis, the first 

MMP government has so far proved relatively durable. In fact, the new government 

has allowed for an underlying stability of personnel and policy through the 

continuation of the National Party in power since 1990. Initially this also meant that 

the same prime minister remained in power for some time, but the replacement of 

Bolger by Shipley technically constitutes a change of government. Given that such 

leadership changes occur at a similar rate across different electoral systems, the 

importance of this event came less from the fact of the change itself, but more for 

what it meant for the coalition. New Zealand First's approach to Labour gave an 

indication that coalition governments may be more prone to internal dissension than 

single party governments. The multiparty nature of the arrangement not only makes 

it easier to break away, but also enables the formation of an alternative government 

with another partner. However, New Zealand First's actions in not causing an early 

election after Labour rejected their offer suggests that stability is a function of the 

options available for party survival. 



CONCLUSION 

The Influence of Electoral Systems on 
the Party System and Stability 

in New Zealand 

There are few theories in political SCIence which get a public airing like those 

hypotheses regarding the influence of different electoral systems. When the is'sue of 

electoral reform arises in a country, as it did in New Zealand over the last decade, 

various claims and counter claims are made by self-styled experts about the effects of 

various types of electoral system on the party system and governmental stability. 

However, many of these arguments are identical to those used by the chief 

protagonists of electoral reform debate since the middle of the nineteenth century. 

The hypothesis most commonly adopted by those resisting change to a more 

proportional system is the "classic" theory, that PR electoral systems lead to party 

fractionalisation and unstable governments on the one hand, while plurality systems 

lead to two party competition and stability on the other. 

The aim of this thesis was to test whether this 'classic' theory holds true for 

the case of New Zealand, given this country's past experience with single member 

district plurality, and the recent change of electoral system to a form of PR known as 

MMP. In other words, the key questions which this thesis asks are: 

a.) Was New Zealand's simple plurali(y electoral rystem the cause of the 

two parry rystem and consequentlY governmental stability in the past? 

b.) What sort of parry rystem can be expected under New Zealand's new 

PR electoral rystem) and is it likelY to lead to significantlY less stable 

government than under the simple plurality rystem? 

462 



Conclusion 463 

In seeking to answer this question, this thesis has investigated the divisions and 

qualifications which have marked the development of the classic theory beyond its 

polemical roots. Following on from this, various chapters have looked at the 

historical influence of the plurality electoral system on parties and governmental 

stability in New Zealand, while later chapters examined factors which might impinge 

on the party system and stability under the proportional system of MMP. Rather than 

summarise the findings of these chapters, this conclusion will establish what the 

findings of this study means for the theory of electoral systems, party systems and 

stability. Although theory is a necessary simplification and generalisation of particular 

motives and influences, and not simply a restatement of them, the complete loss of 

contact with historical reality will render it too abstract and ultimately irrelevant. 

This analysis will be divided into two parts. The first section will use the 

experience of New Zealand politics under plurality to test the propositions of the 

classic theory. This will entail a division between the effects of plurality on the party 

system, the influence of the number of parties on stability, and finally the overall 

. impact of the electoral system on stability. This may not only give rise to a possible 

modification of the theoretical framework, but will also attempt to answer the first 

question asked above. 

The findings of this section will also have applicability for the second part of 

this conclusion, which seeks to answer the other question posed above, of whether 

any significant change in stability can be expected under MMP. This is due to the 

notion that across-time studies of individual countries will reveal some variables to 

be constants, which means that the effects of a change in the electoral system may be 

measured in a reasonably controlled environment. It also means that fact()rs which 

enhanced stability under plurality, but were not directly related to the workings of the 

electoral system, may continue to exert a stabilising effect under PRo 
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PLURALITY IN NEW ZEALAND: IMPLICATIONS 
FOR THE THEORY 

The first proposition of the classic theory is that which links the type of electoral 

system to the pattern of party competition, and in cases where simple plurality is 

used, it is predicted that a two party system will eventuate. However, along with 

other countries such as Canada, New Zealand's experience reveals that more than 

two parties are able to survive under plurality, as is evidenced by the era of three 

party politics from 1919-1935. How can the theory explain this anomaly? 

The 'institutional' explanation for this occurrence would be that it 

represented a process of 'restoring bipartism', whereby a rising party replaces one of 

the two major parties in a transitional period of three party politics, before eventually 

returning to the 'natural dualism' of politics under plurality. However, in New 

Zealand the original party system under plurality was dominated by one party, the 

Liberals, for almost twenty years, in another contravention of Duverger's law. Thus it 

was found that the emergence of the three party system came as a response to the 

Liberals' inability to span the ever-widening socioeconomic cleavage from their 

central position. Instead they were outflanked on both sides by parties representing 

the core interests of property and labour. While this multiparty system was caused by 

de alignment, just as the process of restoring bipartism is, the problem occurred with 

the one and only party, rather than one of two parties. 

This might lead one to conclude that New Zealand's three party system 

under plurality can be explained solely by 'sociological' theories, which posit that the 

party system is shaped by factors such as the number of issue dimensions present in 

society. However, although it caused the emergence of new parties, this party 

dealignment does not necessarily equate with the rise of an additional cleavage, 

because it usually represents temporary forces. Thus the era of one-to-three party 

politics from 1891-1935 may have been an evolutionary period, for by the time of 

the United-Reform coalition it was apparent that two party groupings could cover 

the range of opinion on socioeconomic issues, with the sharpening of this division 

during the Depression. Thus neither institutional nor sociological theories adequately 

explain the prevalence of three parties under a plurality electoral system in New 

Zealand. 
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Nevertheless, it appears that the classic theory is vindicated by the period of 

two party politics under plurality in New Zealand, from 1935-1993. However, to 

argue that the electoral system 'produced' the two party system might be claiming too 

much for this institutional theory. Given that the electoral system had not actively 

discouraged a three party system previously, the formation of the two party system 

certainly ties in neatly with a sociological explanation, as two was the optimum 

number of parties required to represent different sides of the dominant 

socioeconomic cleavage at that time. Beyond its formation and the honeymoon 

period of the 1940s and 1950s, the two party system was certainly maintained by 

plurality, but was also perpetuated by the highly cohesive parliamentary party caucus 

system introduced by Labour, and matched by National. 

Not only did these two factors protect the two party system from the 

electoral incidence of third and minor parties from the mid··1950s, but it also allowed 

the two parties to maintain broad-bases of support and engage in centripetal 

competition without distraction on other fronts. In fact the consolidation of two 

party competition via the mechanism of plurality on occasion acted to reduce' 

potential cleavages, for as new parties emerged and then withered from the 

mechanical and psychological effects of plurality, the major parties moved to adopt 

and subsume their concerns. Although it was evident that the widening of the 

spectrum of opinion was beginning to outgrow the aggregative capacity of the two 

major parties by the 1970s, a comparatively high level of party caucus cohesion 

ensured that politics were restricted to their artificial boundaries. 

Thus it is apparent that the classic theory does not offer a complete 

explanation for the incidence of a two party system, let alone a three party system, in 

New Zealand. While sociological theories can be used to plug up the gaps left by 

these institutional theories, their real intention is to offer a mutually exclusive 

explanation for the party system, when it is clear that plurality has had some effect. A 

theory which admits the strengths of both of these institutional and sociological 

elements, but eschews their exclusive use, clearly has some merit. 

Sartori's little-known theory of the interaction between weak and feeble 

electoral systems, and structured and unstructured party systems, has provided a 

good explanation for New Zealand's case, in a necessary qualification of the classic 

theory. Where New Zealand elections had been governed by plurality in single 
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member districts, dualism of electoral choice at the constituency level developed 

from the necessity to maximise voting power in a plurality contest. The pattern of 

this contest would only extend beyond the electorate level when a two party system 

was already stmcttfred. Sartori does not elaborate a great deal on this structuring, 

proposing only that it recognises these parties as having attained their own identity 

beyond the sum of their parts. This thesis has hypothesised that non-institutional 

factors, such as the representation of cleavage politics, provides a sufficient condition 

for the consolidation of parties at a national level, because of the identification of 

voters with different perspectives of these issue dimensions. 

This theory provides a good explanation for the pre-party era, where the 

absence of a party system meant that the effects of the plurality electoral system were 

reduced to those restraining effects on competition at the district level. An avenue 

for further study might be an examination of electorate contests during this period to 

ascertain whether plurality did encourage two 'party' competition between candidates 

at this level. Politics in New Zealand at this time was too atomised and elite

dominated for structuring to occur, and so the effects of the electoral system on the 

wider political system remained confined to each constituency, in the absence of 

recognisable and stable national political groupings. In other words, without parties, 

an electoral system could clearly have no effect on their representation. 

Thus the institutional approach cannot explain the initial incidence of parties 

in New Zealand, which must transcend electorate boundaries in some way before 

they can become structured. Through their ability to meet on a national basis, MPs 

themselves were in a prime position to expand politics to a wider level. The Liberals 

were initially able to benefit from their self-created semi-structuring of the party 

system, relying on their record of government and the prestige of their leaders. It was 

not until parties which recognised either side of the socioeconomic cleavage 

appeared that deeper commitments to parties arose. However, while the party system 

was only partially structured, it meant that the reductive effects of plurality were 

unevenly applied across three parties. 

The electoral competition between three significant parties also caused a 

highly fluctuating level of disproportionality in the relationship between vote and 

seat shares across a series of elections. At the constituency level the number and 

range of party and independent candidates varied, with many electorates not fielding 
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candidates from all of the three significant parties. This retarded the standardisation 

across electorates which structuring implies, and limited the translation of electorate 

votes into reductive effects on the party system at the national level. This not only 

meant that the wider disproportional effects of plurality were not sustained over 

time, but also that they were never concentrated on a particular party for contiguous 

elections. Thus the 'psychological' factors which usually result from the continual 

mechanical discrimination of the plurality system against third parties, and causes 

them to lose further voter support, also did not appear in any recognisable form in 

this period. 

Clearly the existence of three party politics under plurality is easier to 

attribute to the interaction of the party and electoral systems, rather than the 

exclusive effect of either variable. The period of two party politics in New Zealand 

can also be best explained by the confluence of sociological and institutional effects. 

When the party system became structured to accommodate the single socioeconomic 

cleavage as a national two party system, their hegemony was preserved despite later 

challenges because the strong electoral system was conducive to the maintenance of 

a two party system beyond each district. In other words, the electoral system helped 

to structure the two party system further by reinforcing the idea that there were only 

two realistic electoral choices. 

Thus through the qualification of the classic theory with the incorporation of 

party system effects, Sartori's theory provides a reasonable explanation of the 

interaction between the plurality electoral system and the party system in New 

Zealand. Accordingly, this theory may have explanatory power for the interaction 

between plurality and the number of parties in other systems. 

However, there are still a number of issues outstanding which challenge the 

application of the theory in New Zealand. To begin with, from the mid 1950s 

onwards the two party system was challenged by increasing support for minor 

parties. Although the effect of the electoral system was to all but deny representation 

to these parties, which caused many to fade due to the subsequent psychological 

effects of plurality, overall support for parties other than National and Labour 

continued to climb. In addition, although the retention of the plurality electoral 

system clearly worked to the advantage of the two major parties, the institutional 
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theory does not offer an explanation as to why they allowed the introduction of a 

system of PR, which had the potential to reduce their hegemony. 

The sociological theory would explain both phenomena by proposing that 

the increasing salience of an additional societal cleavage had the power to increase 

electoral fractionalisation despite the alleged reductive power of the electoral system. 

And in seeking to demonstrate that PR systems do not 'multiply' the number of 

parties, sociological theories posited that countries which shift to PR systems do so 

to better represent existing multiple cleavages as parties. Although this implies that 

electoral systems do influence the number of parties represented, the move to MMP 

in New Zealand was not caused by the rise of new issue dimensions which required 

fairer expression. 1 Instead, systemic dealignment had caused resentment among 

voters at the lack of accountability and responsiveness of the two major parties in 

government, and this long term cause was channelled into support for electoral 

reform, which arose on the national agenda through successive episodes of political 

miscalculation. The popularity of electoral reform therefore had less to do with the 

need to represent minor parties more proportionally,2 and more to do with the 

perception of voters that something had to be done to make Labour and National 

more accountable. The multiparty system in evidence at the electoral level by 1993 

was also a product of this dealignment and a widening of the issue dimension, rather 

than the rise of any additional cleavages. Despite the existence of 'new paradigm' 

green and Maori parties, the bulk of support for minor parties up to this time related 

more to disillusionment with the major parties, for their inability to faithfully cover 

the socioeconomic dimension. 

Therefore, although Sartori's theory adequately explains circumstances where 

the institutional and sociological theories prove individually inconclusive, it deals best 

with observable outcomes for the parliamentary party system. In this instance, the 

integrated theory does not explain electoral party fractionalisation or a change of 

I Although the Royal Commission was concerned that Maori were not adequately represented 
under the plurality system. 

2public opinion polling showed that 36% of respondents were in favour of PR in 1982, but this 
was probably due to the temporal proximity of two elections (1978, 1981) which had produced 
inequitable results for Labour and Social Credit. By 1985 this support for a change of electoral 
system had fallen away, as the retention of plurality was favoured by 48% of those polled (an 
increase of 8 points since 1982) while the introduction of PR was supported by 31 % (Jackson 
& McRobie, forthcoming, pp.45-46). 
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electoral system, when the result of the 1993 plurality election still left the two major 

parties dominant in parliament. Clearly, the systemic dealignment which does explain 

these features of the party system in the late twentieth century does not reconcile 

with the 'structuring' of the party system which Sartori mentions. His theory is better 

at explaining the persistence of party systems once they are 'structured', although this 

is abetted by the assumption made in this thesis that cleavage politics are a sufficient 

condition for such structuring. There is no elaboration of how a structured party 

system might change, or become Ire-structured'. 

And yet in its broadest sense, structuring requires allegiance to parties which 

IS strong enough to mitigate institutional factors. Structuring occurs when party 

allegiances condition voters, but under dealignment these connections are necessarily 

vulnerable. What we saw in New Zealand was the breaking down of these 

allegiances, evidenced by the support for minor parties and a high level of voter 

volatility. Although these effects of dealignment on the party system may not be 

long-lasting, it may indicate that politics are much more dynamic now than they were 

when the "freezing hypothesis" was in vogue. It could be that other non-institutional 

factors, including the ability of leaders to mobilise opinion against the two major 

parties, might have also played an integral part in the reaction against dealignment. In 

New Zealand's case, it serves as a unique factor to not only explain why the country 

has shifted from plurality to PR, but also why the number of parties may not 

permanently increase beyond this change. 

The second sub-field resulting from the classic theory is that which hypothesises a 

link between the party system and the level of government stability. According to the 

theory, the intermediary variable of government type also plays a crucial role in this 

theoretical relationship. It was predicted that where a two party system exists, a 

government which holds a majority of seats under one party will emerge more 

readily than from a parliament where more than two parties hold seats. The classic 

theory considered single party majority governments to be more stable because it 

was intuitively felt that they were more homogeneous and displayed greater unity in 

government than coalition and minority governments. 

New Zealand's experience of two party politics seems to confirm this part of 

the classic theory, as governments from 1935-1993 were remarkably stable. Not only 
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was every government in this period formed from a single party majority, but they 

were also much more likely to survive for their constitutionally prescribed term than 

governments from other periods. Coalition theories would explain this phenomenon 

by emphasising the 'minimal-winning' nature of the prevalent government type in 

this period. However, this static analysis assumes that single party majority 

governments are inherently durable. This study has shown that while governments 

under two party politics lasted longer than those of other periods, their duration was 

variable. 

This finding is consistent with those empirical 'regression' studies which 

recognise the variation in government duration, and test it against the variance of 

attributes such as party fractionalisation and polarisation, and government type. Thus 

New Zealand's case supports the general conclusion which has emerged from this 

research, namely that two party systems are associated with governments of longer 

duration. However, such results do not explain the nature of this relationship, and 

like coalition theories, these analyses assumed that the properties of party system and 

government type attributes gave them inherent levels of stability. 

Thus we are still left with the two problems of accounting for the variation in 

duration that still exists within single party majority governments, and explaining the 

wider relationship between this government type, the two party system, and stability. 

By using the "critical events" theory the first problem may at least be resolved. 

Variation in the life span of governments may be explained by the incidence of 

random events occurring in the environment which can lead to governmental 

termination, and some of these events will be beyond the influence of political 

actors. Obvious examples of the impact of this kind of event during this period are 

the death of Prime 1vlinisters in office (eg. Savage, Kirk), or where constitutionally 

prescribed elections mandate a change of government. Other events have caused 

early government terminations by allowing for the influence of political actors, such 

as when an unscheduled election is called (eg. in 1984 by Muldoon), or where the 

Prime Minister resigns (Holland, Holyoake, Lange, Palmer, Bolger). 

However, according to the theory, where some events allow for the influence 

of politicians, the attributes of the party system and government type are 

hypothesised to play a role in mediating the decision-making of actors. This may 

relate to the second problem encountered above, which seeks an explanation for the 
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relationship between New Zealand's two party system, single party majority 

governments, and stability. In line with the classic theory, it has been hypothesised 

that where a single party majority government emerges from a two party system, the 

role of these attributes is to encourage the continuation of government in the face of 

problems. Alternatively, it is assumed that multiparty parliaments and the reliance 

upon more than one party in government work to increase the likelihood that a 

government will end prematurely, through the political termination modes of 

governmental or parliamentary dissension. To be sure, there were no examples of 

these kinds of government termination during the two party era. In fact, even the 

most divided government in New Zealand's modern history, the fourth Labour 

government, managed to stay remarkably intact until it was defeated at a scheduled 

election. Thus the use of an events theory might explain not only why single party 

majority governments resulting from the two party system still varied in their 

duration, but also why they generally lasted longer than governments resulting from 

different party configurations in New Zealand. 

The experience of New Zealand governments in the pre-party era tended to 

confirm the importance of parties in unifying governments. Using the measure of 

'cabinet duration', governments from 1856-1891 were quite short-lived, averaging 

only 18 months, where a party system was not yet in operation. This instability arose 

from the absence of stable groupings of representatives in parliament, where the 

parochial loyalties of MPs towards their own constituency mitigated the rise of 

national issue dimensions or cleavages, and in turn allowed MPs to readily shift their 

support for a government. This was evidenced by the high number of terminations 

by 'parliamentary dissension' during this period. 

However, this fluidity in the parliamentary environment also meant that the 

composition of ministries often remained continuous throughout the frequent 

'changes' of government measured by duration. In many cases, these technical 

changes of government appeared to have little more significance than cabinet 

reshuffles. Thus although individual governments were ephemeral and unstable in 

the absence of party control, without the exclusiveness of party rule there was a 

transcending 'stable instability' in government. 

For the period 1891-1935, the presence of parties unified each government 

and made them last over twice as long as the governments of the pre-party era. The 
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existence of parties tended to structure stability, and the long periods of Liberal and 

then Reform rule over a series of terms ensured a reasonably high degree of 

continuity of ministerial personnel and policy. Despite the fact that they constituted a 

technical change of government, stability was also reflected in the continuity of blocs 

of personnel in the two coalition governments of this period. Thus it was found that 

although a multiparty system existed in New Zealand politics during this period, 

underlying stability was assured as it was in the pre-party era through the continuity 

of ministerial personnel. 

Similarly, throughout the many changes of government in the fractionalised 

transitional parliament of 1993-1996, the composition of cabinet government 

remained relatively unaltered after 1990. Thus, in situations where there is no 

government by party, or where government is shared by more than one party, the 

shortcomings of the measure of government duration employed by empirical studies 

reveal themselves. Namely, the technical level of stability measured by duration may 

not equate to the abstract sense of stability as felt by the people at large, which 

incorporates factors of continuity. This thesis recommends that such measurements 

should be supplemented in turn by other data which might indicate underlying 

stability in ministerial or party durability. 

These periods also served to highlight the inaccuracies created when all 

elections are included as changes of government as the literature prescribes, and 

particularly those which did not result in a real change of government. This was 

particularly marked for the pre-party era, where only one change of government 

could be attributed to an election, at the end of the period. Accordingly, this thesis 

only included elections as changes of government if they resulted in a change of the 

parties represented in government, as it is expected that a government which 

survives an election will tend to behave in a similar manner as before, because it has 

been endorsed by the electorate. However, it is also proposed here that where 

governments changed from being a minority to a majority government or vice versa, 

then this was more worthy of recognition as a change of government, because the 

behaviour of the government would almost certainly be altered if they require (or no 

longer require) the co-operation of other parties to govern. 

The lack of recognition of this distinction in the literature is further 

compounded by the failure to include the possibility that the formation of a coalition 
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may also constitute a government termination. This occurred twice m the period 

from 1891-1935, when the Liberals and Reform coalesced in 1915-1919 and 1931-

1935. Similarly, during the transition period between FPP and MMP, the National 

government was twice joined by another party in government, first by ROC and then 

by United. These government terminations would have been more accurately 

categorised as governmental aggregation if this classification had existed, but instead 

they were assigned as examples of parliamentary dissension for the sake of academic 

consistency. However, these types of termination are clearly different in kind to 

those normally characterised by this category, so this thesis recommends the 

adoption of a further classification.3 In fact, the question which should be raised is 

whether the use of "termination" should be replaced by "change", as in the cases of 

governmental aggregation in New Zealand, the end of a government and the 

beginning of a new one were sometimes intimately related. 4 

This also challenges the traditional notion that government termination or 

change implies a negative outcome for governmental stability. In fact, this is not only 

negative because the use of duration implies a search for selective points of change, 

but also because it focuses rather narrowly upon these points of change themselves. 

This concentration on points of instability comes at the expense of recognising 

forces for stability which often underlie cosmetic change. Recently, political scientists 

have recognised that, in general, theories of change may have concentrated too much 

on change itself, and too little on the pressures for inertia, continuity and stability.s 

In this case, how was underlying stability maintained in New Zealand, where 

a multiparty system resulted in coalition or minority governments that were generally 

3Note that 'aggregation' might not imply the same division between "governmental" and 
"parliamentary" as 'dissension' does. In the case of governmental dissension, the government 
suffers a split which causes it to change, while the change of government due to parliamentary 
dissension implies that a minority government has lost the support of parliament. While a 
government may change if a party joins the government (governmental aggregation), the 
addition of non-government parties as supporters of a minority government should not 
impinge greatly upon the situation, as a majority should already be assured. Therefore 
parliamentary aggregation does not cause the change in the composition or relative strength of 
the government that governmental aggregation does. 

4While 'aggregation' is not included as a mode of government termination in the literature, the 
common definition of government change used in this thesis includes the category of a 'change 
in the party composition of cabinet' (see Introduction). 

5Max Kaase, Kenneth Newton and Elinor Scarbrough (1997) Beliefs in Government, Politics, 
vol.l7 no.2, p.138. 



Conclusion 474 

shorter-lived than single party majority governments? Where minority governments 

occurred from 1891-1935, they were markedly less durable than the single party 

majority and coalition majority governments of this period. Similarly, the wide range 

of government types which resulted from the fractionalisation of the party system 

after the 1993 election were also short-lived. The 'instability' of these periods was in 

marked contrast to the government duration of the era of two party politics which 

fell between them. In a technical and practical sense, these governments still lasted 

longer than those of previous periods. 

But putting aside duration, the other major difference which anse can be 

found in the way that governments from different party systems change. Clearly, 

some events which cause termination are unrelated to these variables, whether their 

effect is direct (eg. elections) or if they are influenced by actor preferences (eg. prime 

ministerial resignation). Where the difference occurs across all government and party 

system types is in terminations caused by governmental or parliamentary dissension. 

The measure known as the "rate of survival" showed that the single party 

majority governments formed during the era of two party politics tended to survive 

for their parliamentary terms. This meant that they were most likely to terminate as a 

result of elections,6 rather than through governmental and parliamentary dissension. 

Thus in New Zealand, single party governments have tended to remain stable in 

terms of the forces within their control, notably the unity of a majority of their 

members. However, the completeness of a government change from one single party 

majority type to another can lead to long term instability where politics are marked 

by sharp policy reversals, by introducing an element of unpredictability into the 

political environment. Until the 1980s, the two party system in New Zealand was 

moderate and tended to converge on policy based on the 'historic compromise', but 

after this time party dealignment made changes of government more marked. 

On the other hand, under a different party system governments may 

continue through elections and fall by other means. The non-party governments of 

the pre-party era ended largely through parliamentary dissension, while during the 

period from 1891-1935, one single party minority government terminated in 

6There were two occasions where unscheduled elections were called, and one of these resulted in a 
change of government in 1984. However, this election pre-empted the scheduled one by a 
matter of months, and came after National had been in power for nine years. 
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parliament and one coalition majority government was split by governmental 

dissension. The various multiparty governments formed during the transition period 

to MMP were terminated by governmental dissension as National's narrow 

parliamentary party majority eroded. Excluding those examples of governmental 

aggregation which were misclassified as parliamentary dissension for these periods, 

New Zealand's experience confirms the hypothesis that governments resulting from 

multiparty systems are more likely to terminate as a result of governmental or 

parliamentary dissension. 

The key point to remember is that these terminations do not imply a 

complete change of government, and so the continuity of parties in government may 

mitigate the effect of these changes. Nevertheless, the question remains as to why 

single party majority governments in New Zealand are better at remaining unified in 

the face of critical events than other types of governments. Although the events 

theory points to the role of party system and government type attributes in mediating 

critical events which may lead to termination, they do not fully explain why a single 

party majority government from a two party system should encourage the 

continuation of a government, while a multiparty system and government are more 

likely to facilitate its change. 

One reason why single party majority governments have remained essentially 

united in New Zealand relates to the strength of party cohesion.7 The strong 

tradition of caucus unity began with Labour, and was institutionalised in that party's 

rules which required its parliamentary members to vote with their caucus. The newly

formed National party adopted a similarly high level of caucus cohesion as a 

competitive strategy to establish itself as an alternative to Labour. But the unity of 

both major parties is also difficult to separate from the formation of the two party 

system, which logically made it more likely that one party could govern alone. Thus it 

is hypothesised here that the discipline of the parliamentary party in New Zealand's 

two party system also derived from the desire for authoritative, exclusive 

government. These two 'minimal-winning' strains of majoritarianism, as well as the 

combined lines of accountability that they infer, are embodied in the idea of a single 

party mqjoriry government. By remaining united, a party has a better chance of gaining 

7The notable exception is the National government from 1993-1996, when the introduction of 
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power on its own, but by the same token if it loses power, then the loss to the party 

is complete. 

This thesis also proposes that the other factor which has an influence on the implicit 

decision by political actors over whether to continue in government is the type of 

electoral system. Stability in New Zealand did not simply coincide with a two party 

system- it also occurred under a plurality electoral system. The classic theory asserts 

that the electoral system can be accorded a direct role in stability, through a knock

on effect on the party system and government type. Alternatively, the theoretical 

disaggregation between the effects of the electoral system on the party system on one 

hand, and the effects of the party system upon stability on the other, points to a 

much more indirect influence on stability for the electoral system, if it has any at all. 

Given the division in the two major propositions of the classic theory, there have 

been few recent attempts to knit these sub-fields back together. Perhaps this stems 

from the reluctance of political science to revisit the days when theories were not 

built on the most rigorous testing. 

It has been assumed that the shape of 'attributes' such as party 

fragmentation, polarisation, and government type may mediate the critical events 

which lead to 'political' termination. The party system attributes may be influenced in 

turn by the type of electoral system in operation. However, it has also been shown 

that the party system is not only conditioned by the electoral system, but actually 

needs to be structured by non-institutional factors before the electoral system can 

have any consistent effect. Thus the explanatory power of Sartori's theory for New 

Zealand's case weakens the theoretical link between the electoral system and stability, 

by introducing other factors which may mitigate the effects of plurality on the party 

system. However, although plurality has allowed a multiparty system to operate in 

New Zealand, the convergence of this electoral system and a two party system may 

give some reason to believe that plurality can have a more direct role on 

governmental stability. 

Given a two party system, plurality will not only make a single party majority 

government more likely by helping to maintain the dominance of two major parties, 

but will actually manufacture these majorities due to the disproportional number of 

MMP led a significant number of MPs to break away from the party. 
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seats it awards to the leading party. Thus plurality usually leads to the direct election 

of a government. Plurality is more likely to produce single party majority 

governments than a PR system, which, by allowing for multiparty parliaments, makes 

the attainment of a single party majority less likely. 

Plurality may only have this effect where the number of parties is small. This 

study found that the presence of three party competition, for example, means that 

few manufactured majorities are likely. However, when a two party system became 

established in New Zealand, the plurality electoral system ensured that virtually every 

government comprised a single party majority. From 1954, this meant that both 

Labour and National were able to govern as a majority while only winning a plurality 

of the vote. Although it has been shown that the plurality electoral system is by no 

means the sole influence on the shape of the party system, where the number of 

parliamentary parties are two it can be reasonably expected that this electoral system 

will manufacture a majority for one of them. 8 

The combination of manufactured majorities and a two party system 

coincided with a period of great stability in New Zealand. We have already seen that 

the single party majority government type which results from two party systems 

encourages stability through the majoritarian minimal-winning criteria. The plurality 

electoral system not only upholds the ideal of single party majority government by 

encouraging a two-party system through its mechanical and psychological factors, 

but it also reinforces this position with the promise that either party is likely to 

govern alone as a parliamentary majority if they have a plurality of votes. The 

mechanical prospect of single party majority government may exert a further 

psychological effect on politicians to maintain party cohesion to ensure that this goal 

is not only attained, but maintained as a realistic objective for the next election. 

In this way, the plurality electoral system has an influence on the decisions of 

political actors over whether to continue in government in the face of critical events. 

Although once a government is formed the politicians themselves are responsible for 

its stability, the electoral system may structure their range of alternatives. It may unite 

that government in the knowledge that it can win a single party majority. Under 

plurality the fall of a government will probably result in a complete change of that 

8 And sometimes when there are three parties (see Chapter Four). 
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government, so government politicians would be unlikely to act to jeopardise the 

survival of their administration. As the example of the fourth Labour government 

illustrates, there can still be immense tension within a single party majority 

government, but the degree to which that is transferred to a splintering of the 

government party is limited by the knowledge that a new electoral player in a two 

party system will find it difficult to gain traction under plurality.9 Even if a single 

party majority government falls at an election, the likelihood that this major party will 

once again assume exclusive power is much greater than for a minor party under 

plurality. 

Thus this thesis concludes that the action of the electoral system cannot be 

completely removed from the kinds of decisions politicians make about stability. The 

type of electoral system itself, alongside party fractionalisation, polarisation and 

government type (as outlined in Figure 2.2), may be an attribute affecting the 

behaviour of political actors. Figure 11.1 below amends the earlier diagram to 

incorporate the electoral system attribute: 

Figure 11.1: An Amended Causal Model of Stability 

Events in the 

Political Environment 

Structural Attributes 
of Government Decision
Making Environment: 
• type of electoral system 
• party jractionalisation/ polarisation 
• government type 

Actor Preference 

Government 
Duration 

9 Although Jim Anderton split from Labour and formed NewLabour. While still able to survive as 
a constituency MP, it was expected that other Labour MPs who were also dissatisfied with the 
government's direction would join him. 
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While the type of electoral system has been included as an attribute, just as before 

this does not mean that all events relating to stability are mediated by such 

considerations. Some events are causal and lead directly to termination of a particular 

government, while others are can be mediated by actor preferences. However, where 

politicians are faced with decisions over whether to continue in office, then the type 

of electoral system may also come into play. As noted above, the proclivity of 

plurality systems to support two large parties and to manufacture single party 

majorities serves to create an artificial sense of unity among an informal coalition of 

interests, in a party which must stand or fall together. If the government loses its 

majority, the reins of power either pass to the other major party or the House is 

dissolved for an unscheduled election. An election held under the plurality system 

often awards a majority to parties with a modest swing in the vote, and so any sign of 

weakness in the governing party must be avoided, for a loss under this electoral 

system is a complete one. 

However, plurality did not always provide for a two party system in New 

Zealand. Where no party system existed elections did not change much, and where a 

multiparty system occurred in the past, plurality did not guarantee single party 

majorities. Therefore, the importance of plurality for stability relies on its co

incidence with a two party system. A significant level of support for a higher number 

of electoral parties will also have this effect, as long as only two are predominant at 

the parliamentary level. 

Thus for at least part of New Zealand's history, a qualified version of the 

classic theory holds that the plurality electoral system contn"btfted to governmental 

stability. However, at different stages other variables intervene to weaken the 

attribution of the electoral system. The multiparty systems which existed under 

plurality earlier in the twentieth century, and which began to develop in the last days 

of FPP, argue against complete reliance upon an institutional approach in explaining 

the shape of the party system. The two party system was also the product of 

sociological factors resulting from the politicisation of the socioeconomic cleavage. 

Thus several early single party governments which emerged from the two party 

system were "genuine' majorities, although after 1951 all were 'manufactured'. Even 

if the influence of plurality elections can be taken as far as to favour a certain type of 

government, the stability of that government has relied upon a high level of cohesion 
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within party caucuses. While the actions of the plurality system have encouraged this 

unity in the face of critical events, it would be a mistake to claim, as the classic theory 

does, that the impact of the electoral system on stability is direct. Instead, plurality is 

but one consideration in the decision-making of political actors regarding stability. 

APPLYING THE THEORY: 
MMP IN NEW ZEALAND 

As only one election had been held under MMP at the time of writing, there is 

difficulty in reading final conclusions regarding stability from what is still a transition 

stage. Thus this thesis can make conclusions on the basis of indications rather than 

outcomes. However, the value of the across-time study of the influence of electoral 

systems in New Zealand can be found in those factors which continue through the 

actual change from plurality to PR. Two of the most significant constants are the 

high level of party cohesion and the dealignment of the party system, which will 

form part of the analysis below. While these represent unique factors in New 

Zealand's case, the overview of the effects of plurality in the first half of this 

conclusion has provided a more general theory of the influence of electoral systems 

on stability, which will be built upon here. 

It has already been established that the first proposition of the classic theory, 

that the type of electoral system determines the shape of the party system, does not 

necessarily hold for the operation of plurality in New Zealand. It is reasonable to 

assume that this entirely institutional approach might not hold for PR either, 

considering that this class of electoral system is more feeble in its effect on the party 

system than plurality. The classic theorists contend that the introduction of a system 

of PR will "multiply" the number of parties, because of the psychological effect 

which results from the lifting of barriers against smaller parties. However, it was 

shown that the number of parties contesting the first MMP election were no higher 

than those contesting plurality elections in the past, confirming Hauss and Rayside's 
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conclusion that "institutional facilitators including the much ballyhooed electoral law 

have little effect on the development of new parties."l0 

Nevertheless, Duverger was not totally incorrect m predicting that the 

number of parties will multiply with the advent of PR, once it is recognised that 

small parties should fare better under the mechanics of the new electoral system. In 

New Zealand's case, these psychological effects did cause the fractionalisation of the 

parliamentary parties. What was unique about this phenomenon was that it was a 

'pre-emptive' psychological effect, occurring before the first MMP election, and 

causing an increase in the number of parties represented in parliament. 

However, from the study of the party system in New Zealand under plurality, 

it is clear that institutional explanations for the shape of the party system, which 

derive from the mechanical and psychological effects of the electoral system, are not 

finally conclusive. Just because an electoral system allows for the proportional 

representation of parties does not in itself mean that more parties will appear. The 

non-institutional determinants of parties must also be incorporated into our 

understanding of the effects of electoral system change, to identify those constant 

forces which continue to shape the party system. 

A prediction based completely on sociological theories of party systems 

would prescribe that the number of parties under PR are determined solely by the 

number of relevant societal cleavages. Because PR is a "reflective" rather than a 

"reductive" electoral system, one would expect that the number of parties would 

increase if multiple cleavages existed in society. However, no two systems of PR are 

the same. The degree to which electoral competition is deregulated through the 

introduction of the new electoral system is determined in turn by the relative 

dis proportionality which MMP affords. Although MMP contains single-member 

districts, the primacy of an upper tier of list seats in reflecting party support ensures 

that the system is highly proportional. The main qualification of this proportionality 

is the imposition of a five percent threshold for parties wishing to gain 

representation through the list seats. 

10c. Hauss & D. Rayside (1978) The Development of New Parties in Western democracies since 
1945, in L. Maisel & J. Cooper (eds.) Political Parties: Development and Decay, Sage, Beverly 
Hills, Sage, p.54. But as these authors put it, "parties which did poorly under plurality systems 
would do better under proportional representation" (Ibid., p.43). 
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Therefore, although it could be expected that New Zealand's shift to MMP 

allOJvs more parties to win representation than under plurality, there are still 

institutional limits. As the results of the 1996 election show, the reductive effect of 

the threshold makes it difficult for parties without a reasonable level of support to 

gain representation. The mechanical effects of the threshold in limiting the 

representation of parties would presumably have a corresponding psychological 

effect on the number of parties contesting elections, in reverse to the pre-emptive 

psychological effect. This plurality-like psychological effect may have also had an 

effect before the first MMP election, while the failure of parties to pass the threshold 

in 1996 has had a corresponding psychological effect on the number of parties since 

then. Further confirmation of this institutional effect may be found by counting the 

number of parties contesting MMP elections in the future. 

Even so, the break of the Greens from the Alliance demonstrates the 

predominant psychological current concerning the expected mechanical effects of 

MMP. However, the future of this and other parties depends upon whether the issue 

dimension they seek to mine is significant at the level of five percent, and whether 

they face any competition for this vote. Thus the potential for the limitation of party 

fractionalisation under ]\lIMP may demonstrate the operation of the marriage of 

sociological and institutional factors. As it was found under plurality, a model which 

incorporates both factors may have greater currency than the sole concentration on 

either. 

Sartori models this interaction by hypothesising that where PR and a 

'structured' party system coincide, the voter is no longer limited in choice by the 

electoral system but by the level of satisfaction with existing parties. Thus where two 

parties dominate under plurality, they should theoretically be able to continue to do 

so under PR if they are perceived to be the legitimate channels by all but a handful of 

voters. 

However, the circumstances surrounding the change of electoral system in 

New Zealand indicate that such linkages have been weakened. Unlike most cases 

which make-up the comparative theory, the shift to a form of PR was not predicated 

on the need to represent the rise of a new issue dimension in parliament, but was 

instead a by-product of the systemic de alignment which had occurred within the 

existing socioeconomic cleavage. This was a long-term cause which had been 



Conclusion 483 

expressed in terms of increasing albeit variable support for rrunor parties under 

plurality since the mid-1950s. By the time of the change of electoral system, support 

for parties other than National and Labour was at its highest. MMP reflected this 

electoral fractionalisation by allowing six parties to win seats in parliament. 

However, apart from Labour and National the other parties represented in 

the 1996 parliament could all be labelled splinter parties, and because de alignment is 

assumed to be a temporary condition, the life span of these parties may be more 

limited. The first MMP election actually reduced the number of parties in parliament 

from seven plus one independent, and only four of these had been directly elected in 

1993. Although they have gained more proportional representation than they did 

under plurality, some parties may still fade over time if a realignment takes place and 

some faith is restored in the two major parties. This depends on whether the 

de alignment of the party system has affected the 'structuring' of party support 

permanently. 

With regards to the immediate future, Sartori's theory is predictively weak 

while party allegiances are still in a state of flux. As far as can be ascertained, it seems 

that the party system in New Zealand is witnessing a gradual realignment by both 

major parties to centre-right and centre-left positions, with the main divide occurring 

over the delivery of social policy. Whether ACT and the Alliance survive depends on 

how long it takes for trust to be restored in the major parties, if it ever will. In any 

case, these splinter parties might survive due to the exposure that party de alignment 

has given to the wider range of positions available along the socioeconomic issue 

dimension. As the consciences of the major parties, the concessions which these 

parties extract from coalition deals with the major parties will emphasise the 

maintenance of this alignment. However, the low level of support for minor parties 

since the election may also reflect disappointment at their performance once elected, 

as they need to adjust from their negative role as splinter parties to more constructive 

activity. 

A centre party may be difficult to maintain against the centripetal tendencies 

of Labour and National, unless their support cuts across these two by basing itself on 

a secondary cleavage. As a socioeconomic centre party, New Zealand First risks 

becoming irrelevant because it was an 'overlap' product of double dealignment, at a 

time where the pressures for realignment are strong and the benefits are fruitful, as 
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poll support for the two major parties shows.!! The centre position could possibly be 

filled by a Maori or Green party, but they would need to be the dominant party of 

each cleavage, while also remaining centrist on socioeconomic policy. At the 

moment, Maori politics are spread across the spectrum, with Maori MPs in every 

party from the Alliance to ACT (except United), while the Green party most likely to 

gain representation at present is positioned more to the left of the socioeconomic 

spectrum. 

Without the rise of such a secondary cleavage, the party system should return 

to a bipolar format in the longer term given the predominance of the socioeconomic 

cleavage. Although it may be possible to see the return of a two party system under 

MMP, the survival of parties on the wings of National and Labour may mean that 

the future New Zealand party system could be best described as a "dual hegemonic" 

system. These last few paragraphs are, of course, an educated guess, but the general 

conclusion is that like the era of three party politics, party systems undergo periodic 

upheaval before settling down into another period of relative stability. While a model 

which integrates both electoral and party system effects like Sartori's may be useful 

under 'normal' circumstances, it is also pertinent when either the electoral system or 

the party system is changing. However, it is less helpful when both elements are 

undergoing change simultaneously, as in New Zealand's case. 

As noted in the first half of this conclusion, the second proposition of the classic 

theory proposes that a causal relationship exists between the fractionalisation of the 

party system and governmental stability. It was concluded above that the two party 

system, and the prevalence of single party majority government under these 

conditions, may encourage stability where these attributes influence the decision

making of political actors. However, the role of the plurality electoral system may be 

just as important, as it not only acts to maintain two party systems, but also 

frequently installs one of these parties as a single party majority government even if it 

has only won a plurality of votes. Although it could be maintained that plurality has a 

pro-active effect on the party system and government type, the effect of a system of 

PR on these variables is assumed to be more implicit. 

11See Figure 10.4 in the previous chapter (p.446) for the standing of the two major parties in the 
polls since the 1996 election. 
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The 'reflective' nature of MMP means that those parties which receive a 

significant number of votes will be represented appropriately in parliament, with only 

the smallest parties being discriminated against by the workings of the electoral 

system. Thus if multipartism continues on an electoral level, MMP will represent this 

on a parliamentary level (although this may be distorted by the effects of the 

threshold). Of course, if one party wins a majority of votes they will win an 'earned' 

majority of seats. However, if a multiparty pattern continues, it is likely that the 

proportionality of their representation will almost banish the chance that any single 

party will win a manufactured majority. Several parties would need to win a 

significant share of the vote but otherwise fail to pass the threshold, while another 

party would need to get close to 50% percent of the vote, before a parliamentary 

majority can possibly be manufactured under MMP. 

In other words, MMP will usually act to represent parties in terms of their 

voting support, and if this means that none win a majority, then the onus for stability 

passes onto the politicians themselves. While some countries pass this responsibility 

onto the Head of State, or create set rules to deal with the situation where it is 

unclear who will rule, New Zealand's constitution continues to be relatively open on 

this subject. Rules and conventions surrounding the appointment and defeat of 

governments, as well as the dissolution of parliament, centre around the principle 

that a government must hold the support of at least a plurality of MPs in parliament. 

The intervention of a third party such as the Governor-General in such situations 

might unnecessarily politicise that role, while MPs are democratically elected and are 

able to be democratically 'unelected' if they threaten government stability through 

their actions. 

On the basis of precedent, New Zealand's history of negotiations regarding 

governing arrangements in the pre-party and one-to-three party eras, not to mention 

the transition period from 1993-1996, also point to the involvement of politicians 

themselves, as they must ultimately agree in the House on who will govern, and how 

long they will govern. Thus while PR can reflect the fragmentation and polarisation 

of the party system in parliament accurately, which may result in a multiparty system, 

compared to plurality the form that the government takes after this calculation is 

indirectlY related to the action of the electoral system. Does this mean that MMP is 
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not a factor in the mediation of critical events when actor preferences are salient, 

against the suggestion of Figure 11.1? 

Although its effect on government type is not as manipulative as plurality, 

MMP's effect on decision-making is just as important because of this very notion. In 

a multiparty system elected by proportional representation, the absence of a majority 

for any single party is unlikely to change with another election. Instead, governments 

must be sustained by co-operation between two or more parties, the result of 

negotiations between politicians rather than the automatic outcome of the electoral 

system. The idea that governments are more likely to change through these non

electoral means might require a re-conceptualisation of elections as agents of change 

and duration as a measure of stability. The survey data presented in this thesis 

suggests that politicians themselves have grasped the possibility that governments 

may change in different ways under MMP and yet remain stable. Conversely, the lack 

of public support for the electoral system indicates that many voters want to reserve 

the right to decide when the government changes. 

Given the decision to add the electoral system attribute to the events model, 

it is important to analyse how this factor impinges upon the decision-making of 

political actors. However, much like the other theories, the events literature does not 

elaborate on the way in which attributes may affect stability. In an attempt to remedy 

this gap in the logic of the theory, the reasons for the unity of single party majority 

governments under a two party system and plurality were outlined earlier in this 

conclusion. What follows is an attempt to explain how a different type of electoral 

system, MMP, can also mediate the decision-making of political actors regarding 

stability, based on evidence from the study of New Zealand. 

If stability itself can be assumed to be a virtue in the eyes of the citizenry, 

then, logically, competitive non-extremist parties will not want to be seen to 

endanger this stability, and suffer at the polls.12 The absence of a majority in the 

multiparty system under PR creates an additional opportunity for instability, by 

forcing parties to rely on other parties as part of, or in support of, the government. 

To the extent that one can assume that any party is better off as part of the 

governing coalition than in opposition, it is against the interests of such smaller 

120f course, it might be a different story if a party is able to successfully pin the blame for 
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coalition partners to bring down the government. But when the balance of this 

calculation is reversed due to some critical event, the multiparty environment allows 

politicians to minimise damage to their own party or maximise advantage over 

another, by forcing a change in government. In turn, these kinds of calculations 

depend upon politicians' own estimation of the electorate's reaction to such a move. 

In some instances, it may be widely thought that a change of government is 

desirable, as was the case in 1912 when the Liberals were defeated in parliament after 

over twenty years in power. Similarly, the decision by an MP to withdraw support 

from government in the pre-party era often depended upon the representative's 

ability to get a better deal for his local constituents from an alternative government. 

The multiparty environment allows for non-electoral changes in government 

by offering an opportunity for blame to be successfully shifted onto another party. 

The author hypothesises that the presence of at least two parties in government does 

not simply increase the likelihood of internal disagreement, but that it allows a party 

to escape responsibility for government actions and unpopularity if it so desires by 

withdrawing from government. However, such actions are dependent upon actors' 

expectations of whether they will suffer electorally from having caused the 

termination of a government. The timing of such action may also be important, as 

parties may seek to distance themselves from each other in government with the 

onset of a constitutionally-prescribed election in order to maximise their individual 

share of the vote, as the Liberals did in 1919. The same scenario might apply to a 

party or parties which had hitherto agreed to support a minority government, if it 

was thought that their fortunes were too closely tied to those of the government. 

Thus what might appear to be a policy difference which leads to a political 

termination, may paradoxically be an "office-seeking" act designed to maximise 

support or minimise damage for one or more parties. 

Richard Rose concluded that the broader consequences (both good and bad) 

of changing an electoral system cannot be known for certain, for so much hinges 

upon the behaviour of individual political leaders.13 This study has shown that 

politicians are as interested in preserving stability under MMP as under FPP, and that 

they recognise the need to keep a majority of MPs satisfied to achieve this, whether 

instability on another party. 
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in one or more parties. However, they also realise that the 'room to manoeuvre' that 

the electoral system allows has changed. PR offers a more flexible range of options 

with the likelihood that government will be shared between parties, and a change of 

government will not necessarily require an election or a complete change of the 

parties in government. 

While this may mean that parties may more readily withdraw from 

government for tactical or policy reasons, underlying stability may be assured 

through the continuity of one of the parties in government, whether in a minority 

role or through a re-formed coalition. Under PR or plurality, it continues to be 

important for politicians and parties to try to act in the interests of maximising future 

electoral support, or at least to minimise damage. This highlights the tension within a 

government which requires the co-operation of two or more parties, as distinct from 

the resolution of different interests in a single party majority. At some stage, the 

former must balance parliamentary co-operation against elect9ral competition, while 

for the latter the two are not incongruous. 

However, an indigenous factor which may militate against this kind of 

instability is the high level of parliamentary party cohesion which exists in New 

Zealand. Under plurality this unity may seem more relevant than under PR, but 

parties will still rely on this cohesion to build parliamentary majorities. Although 

parties are less likely to rule exclusively, they may still rule as a majority if they 

combine. The attraction of these governing or legislative coalitions should not be 

lost sight of, for while politicians are mindful of electoral consequences, these are but 

means to larger ends. \Vhether for office-seeking or policy-based reasons, the prime 

directive of most political parties is to assume office as government. If this is glue 

enough for the intra-party unity of governments under plurality, then it might also 

translate to some degree to inter-party relations under MMP. If the party system does 

evolve into one dominated by two major parties with two smaller wing parties, then 

governments may be characterised as either centre-right or centre-left, because the 

satellite minor parties can only realistically coalesce with the larger parent parties they 

orbit. If this is the case then the electoral system might remain a mechanism for 

choosing governments, in line with New Zealand's tradition of the electoral mandate. 

13Rose, 1984, p.81. 
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The continued cohesion of parties would be crucial to the persistence of this pattern, 

not just for the delivery of a common programme of policies, but also to ensure that 

voters made the decision to choose a government. 

In any case, it is clear that the comparative theory of electoral systems can 

never completely reconcile those differences of political culture which may mitigate 

the impact of this variable upon the party system and stability for an individual 

country. As a general conclusion, this thesis proposes instead that institutional 

measures such as electoral systems do not determine the level of political stability, 

whether measured implicitly or explicitly, as is asserted by those commentators 

quoted at the beginning of the introduction. Rather, electoral systems set the 

parameters of behaviour for politicians and their parties, and decisions regarding 

stability made within these environments are still the domain of those elected to do 

so. 



Postscript 

Events which transpired in the year following the close of this study warrant some 

mention due to their relevancy to the questions explored in this thesis. On 12 

August 1998 Winston Peters led a walkout of NZ First Ministers from a special 

Cabinet meeting called to decide on the sale of the government's share of 

Wellington airport. This unprecedented move was followed two days later by the 

dismissal of Peters as Deputy Prime Minister and Treasurer by Prime Minister 

Shipley (Peters had previously been sacked from the National Cabinet in 1991). 

Although the Fundamental Disputes Resolution procedure which derived from the 

Coalition Agreement was invoked, after one meeting of the Leaders, Deputy 

Leaders, and Party Presidents of New Zealand First and National, the coalition 

was officially dissolved on 18 August. 

While this left National to govern alone, it also left it without a majority. 

With 44 MPs National could rely on the additional support of ACT (8 votes) as 

well as United MP Peter Dunne and Independent Alamein Kopu. However, 

following the cabinet walkout, NZ First MP and Associate Treasurer Tuariki 

Delamere publicly criticised the actions of his leader, and pledged his support for 

Shipley. Since the dumping of Tau Henare as Deputy Leader of New Zealand First 

in July 1998 there had been speculation about a split in the party, and Delamere's 

move was the strongest sign that this could become a reality. National's hold on 

power as a minority government depended on this eventuality, to ensure the 

government a majority on confidence and supply. Youth Affairs Minister Deborah 

Morris resigned from the party and her post on the same day that the coalition was 

officially dissolved, while a NZ First caucus meeting following the termination of 

the coalition confirmed the departure of six more MPs from the party. In due 

course they pledged to support a National minority government. 

These events have several ramifications for the conclusions drawn in this 

thesis. Clearly the coalition government had a short duration of only 616 days or 
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20 months (if the change in Prime Minister is excluded), terminating before the 

next scheduled election. However, like those terminations in the pre-party and 

earlier multiparty periods, this did not mean a complete change of government. 

National has been continually in office since 1990, while four of the defecting NZ 

First MPs retained positions in the executive. In fact, the rallying of support for 

the new single party minority government from non-governing parties, including 

half of NZ First, mitigates the outward significance of this change of government 

to some degree. This echoed the 1993-1996 transition period between old and new 

electoral systems examined in Chapter Seven, where technical changes of 

government did not discount continuing support for the government from other 

quarters in parliament. 

However, it does appear as if this change of government supports the 

theory that coalition governments resulting from multiparty parliaments are more 

likely to terminate through governmental dissension. If we assume that the issue 

of the airport sale was a critical event, then clearly it was not sufficient in itself to 

lead directly to the fall of the government without the need for the intervention of 

actor preferences. While the interpretation of this event by elite actors may have 

led to termination by a snap election or a voluntary resignation, it was not solely 

the Prime Minister who decided that this event should warrant these actions, and 

so government did not change by these means alone. Rather, the junior coalition 

partner decided that this was a litmus issue for the integrity of its party 

programme, and hence its own identity as a separate party. Of equal importance, 

the other coalition partner appeared reluctant to fight to keep the coalition 

together. It is still unclear whether this situation was precipitated by a policy 

difference, personality conflict, or as the product of tactical considerations. The 

most likely explanation is that it was a combination of all three factors. After two 

years both coalition partners had suffered in the public opinion polls from their 

mutual association, although the danger was most acute for NZ First, who looked 

like falling under the five percent threshold at the next election. The nature of 

coalition government resulting from a multiparty system allowed them to 

withdraw more readily from government than had they comprised a faction within 
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a single party majority government. Thus the party system and government type 

attributes primed the first MMP government for a split along ready-made 

perforations. 

This thesis proposes that the type of electoral system also mediates actor 

preferences regarding decisions over whether to continue in government. It has 

been shown that the party system and type of government in New Zealand have 

not always been theoretically consistent with the type of electoral system in place. 

Thus if this coalition had occurred under simple plurality, the type of electoral 

system would have asserted an independent effect on stability. If that scenario had 

arisen, NZ First may have been more reluctant to withdraw from the coalition. 

With a plurality electoral system in place, National could have used the hiatus to 

justify an unscheduled election, an election which may have restored National as a 

single party majority government through its proclivity to manufacture majorities, 

while further damaging the prospects for NZ First. 

Under MMP, the type of government and party system which usually 

results from elections makes termination by governmental dissension more likely 

by forcing parties to share power in order to govern. More specifically, under 

MMP an election is unlikely to distort a swing against an unpopular party, while 

also making it easier for a minor party like New Zealand First to be re-elected 

through the lower effective threshold for representation. Thus MMP has 

introduced a more flexible range of options for actors regarding decisions over 

whether to continue participation in government. Unlike plurality, the termination 

of a government under MMP does not signify a complete change of government. 

Thus the impact of this electoral system effect may be equivocal: while it has led 

to short-term instability in this particular instance, stability may be upheld where 

one party continues in power or when the aggregation of parties in government 

improves its relative strength. Both sides of the coin are governed by politicians' 

perceptions of electoral benefit. It is noteworthy that in this case the critical 

terminating event was not deemed so fundamental a question that it should be put 

immediately before electors. 

October 1998 



Appendix A 

SURVEY AND FLASH CARDS USED IN 
INTERVIEWS 

Member of Parliament Survey 

Thank you for agreeing to complete this survey. It will only take several minutes to 
fill out. 

In most cases all that is required is a tick or a value. Please do not hesitate to add your 
own comments or qualifications in the space provided at the end of each question. 

Please return completed surveys to: 
Stephen Church 
Department of Political Science 
University of Canterbury 
Private Bag 4800 
CHRISTCHURCH 

1.)What TYPE of government do you consider is most likely under MMP: 

a.) as an immediate result of the 1996 election? 
.. single party majority [ ] 
.. single party minority [ ] 
.. coalition majority [ ] 
.. coalition minority [ ] 

b.) in the longer term (ie. the next decade)? 
.. single party majority [ ] 
.. single party minority [ ] 
.. coalition majority [ ] 
.. coalition minority [ ] 
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........................................................................................................................... 

........................................................................................................................... 

2.) How MANY parties do you think are likely to be represented in an MMP 
Parliament: 

a.) as an immediate result of the 1996 election? ............ .. 
b.) in the longer term (ie. the next decade)? ............ .. 

3.) Do you expect: 
41 more; [ ] 
• less; or [ ] 
41 the same [] 

level of consensus between political parties about key political issues 
under MMP, compared to what has occurred traditionally under FPP? 

4.) Do you expect political party cohesion to: 

.. strengthen; [ ] 
II> weaken; or to [ ] 
II> remain the same.... [ ] 

under MMP, compared to traditionally under FPP? 



Appendix A 495 

5.) Under MMP, do you think that MPs who resign from their parliamentary 
parties to join or start another party (or become an independent) 
should also be required to resign from parliament? 

Yes [] 
No [] 

• If you answered "yes" to the above question, do you think such a rule 
should apply to: 

.. list MPs only; or [] 
• to all MPs? [ ] 

6.) Do you think the experience of coalition and minority government of the 
last three years was: 

., exceptional (as it was transition phase); or [] 
• a good indication of how governments 

will operate under MMP? [ ] 

7.) Under MMP, do you think that Governors General are: 

• more; [ ] 
• less; or [ ] 
.. just as... [] 

likely to have to use their reserve powers as under FPP, 
specifically during the process of governmental change? 
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8.) From the following list of factors, PLEASE RANK IN ORDER what you 
consider to be the chief obstacle(s) to coalition-building: 

<» policy differences [ ] 
<» personality conflicts [ ] 
<» establishing trust [ ] 
<» the nature of party competition [] 
<» other factors(please specify below) [] 

9.) From the following list of factors, PLEASE RANK IN ORDER what you 
consider to be the most likely circumstance that could cause a party to break 
away from a coalition: 

<» policy differences 
<9 personality conflicts 
<» lack of trust 
<» tactical considerations 

(eg. an upcoming election) 
., unforeseen events or crises 
., other factors (please specify below) 

10.) How likely do you think it is that coalition partners will 
"agree to disagree" on certain issues? 

very likely 
[ ] 

likely 
[ ] 

unlikely 
[ ] 

very unlikely 
[ ] 

• Given your answer above, do you think collective cabinet responsibility 
will be: ., strengthened; [ ] 

., weakened; or [ ] 

., remain the same... [ ] 

under MMP, compared to what traditionally occurred under FPP? 
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11.) Given that a single party majority government is less likely under MMP, 
would you prefer to be in a: 

.. a single party minority government? or [ ] 
It a coalition majority government? [ ] 

.. If majority government was not possible, would you prefer to be in a: 

.. a single party minority government? or [ ] 

.. a coalition minority government that is 
numerically stronger in the House? [ ] 

12.) How likely do you consider it is that minority governments 
will be brought down by votes of no confidence in the House before 
their term ends? 

very likely 
[ ] 

likely 
[ ] 

unlikely 
[ ] 

very unlikely 
[ ] 

.. "Considerations of the electoral consequences will negate the 
willingness of MPs to bring down a government under MMP". 
Please indicate your level of agreement with this statement: 

strongly agree agree neutral 

[ ] [ ] [ ] 

disagree 

[ ] 

strongly 
disagree 

[ ] 
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13.) From the following list of factors, PLEASE RANK IN ORDER what you 
consider to be the most likely circumstance that could justify a vote of 
no confidence in a minority government, from the perspective of a 
supporting party( or parties): 

" policy differences 
" personality conflicts 
" lack of trust 
" tactical considerations 

(eg. an upcoming election) [ 
" unforeseen events or crises [ 
" other factors (please specify below) [ 

14.) How likely do you think it is that MMP governments will last the full three 
year term? 

very likely 
[ ] 

likely 
[ ] 

unlikely 
[ ] 

very unlikely 
[ ] 

• Do you think that the basic 'tenure' of governments (ie. the number of 
terms a regime remains in power) under MMP will be: 

• shorter; [ ] 
" longer; or [ ] 
" about the same... [ ] 

compared to what occurred traditionally under FPP? 



15.} Would you favour a fixed parliamentary term? 

Yes [] 
No [] 
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16.} How long do you estimate that it will normally take before a 
government is formed after an election under MMP? 

It days 
It weeks 
.. months 

[ ] 
[ ] 
[ ] 
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FLASH CARDS USED IN INTERVIEWS 

Question #1 : 

-single party majority? 
-single party minority? 
-coalition majority? 
-coalition minority? 

Question #8: 

-policy differences? 
-personality conflicts? 
-establishing trust? 
-the nature of party competition 
-other factors? (please specify) 

Question #9 and #13: 

-policy differences? 
-personality conflicts? 
-lack of trust? 
-tactical considerations (eg. an 

approaching election) 

-unforeseen events or crises? 
-other factors? (please specify) 



Appendix 

YEAR ONE OF THE FIRST MMP GOVERNMENT: 
A TURBULENT INITIATION 

Since the coalition agreement was signed, the first MMP government has had a rocky 

beginning, and some notable incidents include: 

.. Allegations made soon after the new government was formed that NZ First MP 

Tukoroirangi Morgan used funds from the coffers of the Aotearoa Television 

Network to shop for expensive clothes, after he had resigned as director of the 

company. 1 Morgan also ran into trouble some months later when it became 

known that he had attempted to sell his story to TV channels, which he then lied 

to his leader and caucus about. 2 

Winston Peters was found guilty by Parliament's Privileges Committee of 

assaulting maverick National MP John Banks in the parliamentary lobby after an 

acrimonious debate in the House. 

Neil I<Jrton, NZ First's associate health minister, started rowing publicly with his 

superior, Health Minister Bill English. Their differences reached the point where 

one of them had to go, and Winston Peters sacked I<Jrton for allegedly 

disobeying an instruction not to talk to the media. 3 I<Jrton then attacked the 

government with claims health spending is being cut and the coalition agreement 

is not being held to, and has released confidential documents to this effect which 

he was given while associate minister. 

I New Zealand Herald, 8 February 1997. 

2New Zealand Herald, 7 June 1997. 

3Press Release: New Zealand Government, Statement from Treasurer on Dismissed Minister, 7 
August 1997 (http://www.newsroom.co.nz). 
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e The 'Winebox' commission ruled against the allegations formerly raised by 

Winston Peters regarding tax evasion by big businesses. Peters' stand on this 

issue had previously earned him much popular support for several years. 

• Women's Affairs Minister outside cabinet and National MP Christine Fletcher 

resigned from her post, citing difficulty working with the current administration. 

• By a huge majority in a nationwide referendum, voters ditched New Zealand 

First's plan for compulsory superannuation. The referendum was part of the 

coalition agreement, and the issue of compulsory super had repercussions for 

National as its ministers were publicly divided on the issue. 

Not only have all of these problems tended to eclipse the coalition government's 

achievements, but these events have also had consequences for perceptions of MPs' 

behaviour in general. Allegations of extravagance by MPs in the use of their 

parliamentary "perks" also made an impact, while the activities of list MPs has also 

become an issue. Although not part of the government, Alamein Kopu's defection 

from the Alliance not only caused an outrage because she had been elected from the 

party list and had pledged several times to resign from parliament if she left the party, 

but also because she had hardly appeared in parliament since her election. 

Much of this "youthful exuberance" in the behaviour of MPs in the new 

parliament may arise from then fact that it is a very 'new' parliament. While most 

elections see some turnover of MPs, the first MMP election saw 46 new MPs enter 

parliament. The reasons for this include a large number of retirements by incumbent 

MPs at the election, and an increase in the size of the House from 99 to 120. It is 

also important to remember that the ratio of inexperienced MPs is much higher for 

minor parties under MMP, because they were poorly represented in the House under 

FPP. If the inexperience of MPs is at the root of these problems, then as the enlarged 

caucuses of minor parties gain experience the problem should not be an ongoing 

one. Nonetheless, the impact of these shenanigans in such a short space of time has 

been the call by the public and several politicians to cut the size of parliament back 

from 120 MPs to either 80 or 100. Thus by 1997 the public disillusionment with the 

government is also coupled with an increasingly negative view of MPs and the 

institution of parliament itself. 
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