
10. Electoral Democracy 
Before leaving the subject of government, more specifically the political 

nature of government, it would be appropriate to give some attention to the 
machinery by which governments are created. 

To deal with this subject comprehensively would require much more 
space than a single chapter, and for those interested in pursuing it in all its 
ramifications there are innumerable books available, the most useful of 
which, from the point of view of the title of this chapter, is How 
Democracies Vote' by Enid Lakeman, from which the following 
quotations are extracted as a guide to its quality: 

If any body of people are to exercise to the full their democratic right of 
choosing their rulers, the electoral system by which that choice is made is 
of immense importance." (from Chapter VII, p.151.) 
"The elector who has his own effective voicie, whether within or without a 
political party, is much more likely to use it responsibly, much less likely 
than many of today's British electors to opt out of the democratic process 
on the ground that all it allows him to do is to support one or other of a few 
parties, all of which seem to him unsatisfactory." (from chapter XI, 

p.253.) 
Whatever the ultimate character of government, other than that of 

authoritarian despotism, and assuming that the chief aim in its establishment 
is that of 'Justic and the Common Good', no such aim is possible of 
achievement if the system by which it is created is itself not just. Assuming 
that the system is designed to provide true representation of the people in 
their parliament - or whatever their paramount assembly is called - the 
method of electing the representatives must itself reflect the principle of 
justice. This is an obvious truism, yet the examples of a truly just electoral 
system in operation in those countries which may be said to have 
non-authoritarian governments are lamentably few. 

The reason for this is not far to seek, for it is inherently associated with the 
system of political parties, which, in general, reflect vested interests, the 
outcome of that very preoccupation of government with matters which 
should be of no concern to it. 

Whatever the ultimate purpose of an elected government, that is, whether 
it be to perform the limited functions of a form of government which may be 
described as 'the Jeffersonian ideal', or to conduct the multifarious affairs of 
the modern over-governed state, it still can never be said to be truly 
democratically elected so long as the system of election is one or other of 
those commonly in use throughout the Western world, including most of 
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what are termed 'developing' countries, or of 'the Third World'. 
"For the affairs of a nation to be run efficiently, the people who form it 
must reach some kind of agreement on public questions. If they do this, 
they have a chance of getting action on things that need to be done, and of 
preventing things that would be harmful. If they fail, they leave the way 
open for individuals or groups of people to seize power, with 
consequences that depend on the motives, capabilities and honesty of 
these people. The record of history does not encourage optimism about 
this kind of government. 112  "In Australia all adults have the right to 
vote, voting is by secret ballot, care is taken to keep electoral rolls 
accurate, there is provision for postal and absent voting, arrangements for 
recording and counting votes are excellent; yet most elections leave many 
people unrepresented, some votes help to elect candidates while others 
have no effect and are wasted, and parties supported only by minorities of 
voters can win majorities of seats."' 
Without conducting a detailed analysis of the different systems in vogue 

(e.g., 'first past the post' or variations of the preferential system) which is so 
well done in Lakeman's book, it is here necessary only to consider whether 
the system in use is, or is not, effectivein its alleged purpose - that of 
providing proper representation of the electors. The test is simple; it consists 
in demonstrating that the vote of the elector is as nearly as possible wholly 
effective, that it is not wasted, that the voter has a real choice amongst the 
candidates, and that the result of the election represents the choice of the 
voters. 

In applying this test to the published result of elections held in most 
countries in recent times to elect allegedly democratic governments, it will 
immediately become clear that these results reflect a situation which is 
neither just nor democratic. Two examples will suffice to prove the point: 
recent general elections in both Britain and Australia (see appendices for 
actual figures). 

In Britain, where the so-called 'first past the post' method is in use, the 
figures clearly disclose that a large portion of the electorate was virtually 
disfranchised by the result, that is to say that many voters might just as well 
have refrained from voting for all the good it did them. Their votes were, in 
effect, thrown away. Under this peculiar and antiquated voting method, 
such a result is practically inevitable; this is easily seen in those electorates 
where more than two candidates stood for election. The end result of this 
system is almost invariably the return of a minority government the very 
antithesis of democracy. 

The (London) Sunday Times of March 3rd, 1974, under the title 'If the 
System were Different', carried an article by Peter Kellner which began by 
saying: "Jeremy Thorpe is naturally resentful that his six million Liberal 
voters gave him only thirteen colleagues in the House of Commons." 
(Labour, on the other hand, with less than twelve million votes gained 301 
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seats). Kellner then proceeded to discuss the relative merits of the system 
known as 'Proportional Representation' (the system of the single 
transferable vote in multi-seat electorates)' and that called S .T .V. (Single 
transferable vote in single-member constituencies). He concludes his article 
with a table showing that, had voting been conducted under 'pure P.R.' in 
the elections of 1970 and of February 1974, the Liberal Party would have 
increased its representation in the Commons from 6 to 47 and from 14 to 123 
respectively. Under S .T .V. the increase would have been only from 6 to 14 
and 14 to 33 respectively.' 

The Australian general elections of May 1974 offer an ideal opportunity 
to compare results of elections by the same voters, at the same time, for the 
same major political parties by two different voting methods. Voters elected 
members of the House of Representatives from single member electorates 
by the majority preferential method of voting. Senators were elected from 
multi-member electorates (each State being one electorate) by the quota 
preferential method of proportional representation. 

Only 55.4 percent of voters succeeded in electing a member of the 
political party which they supported to the House of Representatives. There 
were 3,299,312 wasted votes and voters had no choice of candidates within 
parties (due to the internal pre-selection of candidates). In the Senate 
election, on the other hand, 91 percent of voters elected candidates of their 
own party and were also able to select candidates from within each party. 
Confusion and unnecessary harassment of electors was caused by the system 
of compulsory voting and the ridiculous requirement that voters number all 
names on the ballot paper (for the New South Wales seats there were 73 
candidates).' Despite this, the marked superiority of the quota preferential 
method of proportional representation is apparent in these results. 

ParliamentaFy representation is, of course, an area of the political scene in 
any supposedly democratic society wide-open with opportunities for 
dishonest practices in favour of political vested interests. In Australia the 
'gerrymander' is a weapon blatantly resorted to by successive political 
parties in power in the various States in order to remain in power with a 
minority vote. This is well laid out for the concerned reader in an article in 
National Times (Sydney) of February 4-9 1974, by Malcolm McKerras, the 
well-known Australian cephologist. Mr McKerras' main purpose is to 
show up the misuse by governments of the supposedly impartial adjustment 
of electoral boundaries to improve their own political advantage. He also 
points out that Tasmania is the only Australian State in which the parliament 
(the House of Assembly) is fairly elected. It should also be said that, because 
of its adoption of proportional representation, with five seven-member 
electorates, it is the only Australian State where the gerrymander is 
practically impossible. 
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NOTES TO CHAPTER 10 
1. How Democracies Vote by Enid Lakeman; Faber & Faber, London, 3rd edition 1970. First published 

1955, in collaboration with James Lambert, as Voting in the Democracies. 
2. From Your Vote - Effective or Wasted? instructive pamphlet issued by the Proportional Representation 

Society of Australia; N.S.W. address: G.P.O. Box 3058, Sydney - 2001. 
3. Ibid. 
4. The term preferred by Australian advocates of 'P.R.' is 'the quota preferential method of proportional 

representation'. This system is used for Senate elections, some local body elections and in Tasmania 
where the excellent Hare-Clarke system has been in continuous use since 1909. Its essential features are 
(I) multi-seat electorates, giving wide choice of candidates within parties; (2) the single transferable vote, 
offering first, second, third and even further preferences; (3) the quota; the total of votes cast being divided 
by the number of candidates, the resultant figure being the basic number required to elects candidate, after 
which his surplus votes are distributed to others according to preferences. 

The pamphlet of the P.R. Society of Australia, referred to above (note 2), has this to say of the working 
of the system in Tasmania: 

"The record of Parliaments in Tasmania since the introduction of proportional representation differs in 
some striking ways from the other States. Close agreement between voting support for the parties and 
the number of seats won by their candidates has been the rule. When voting support for parties has 
changed, the composition of the House has changed accordingly. The political 'landslide', a 
well-known happening in places where single-member district methods are used, is unknown in 
Tasmania with proportional representation. The most significant difference . . . is that nearly all 
Tasmanian voters get the representation they want. It is usual for 7 out of 10 voters to see their first 
preference candidates elected and for another 2 to see candidates of the same parties as their first 
preference candidates in their own districts . . . The method has generally tended to encourage parties 
to broaden their policies so that voters do not need to go outside the major parties to get effective 
representation." 

5. See also Professor Aitken's analysis of the British electoral system in National Times (Australia) of 
March 11-16 1974. 

6. See Professor Aitken's article in National Times of May 6-11 1974, and Gavin Souter's article in the 
Sydney Morning Herald of May 7, 1974 on these absurdities. 


