The Second Ballot:
A NEW ZEALAND ELECTORAL EXPERIMENT

THE LIBERALS came to office in January 1891 without the aid of effective
party organization. To John Ballance and other Liberals it seemed that the
key to the consolidation of the triumph of the 'democracy' in 1890 lay in the
establishment of an organizational structure which would discipline
popular politics and give permanent effectiveness to the power of 'the
people'. But Ballance's efforts to create such a structure — the National
Liberal Federation — achieved very limited success in the short time that he
had to devote to it before his final illness and death in April 1893. His successor, Richard Seddon, allowed the Federation to fade away but in 1898
played a leading role in the creation of a new organization, the Liberal and
Labour Federation.
Apart from Ballance, the Liberal leaders, notably Seddon and Joseph
Ward, showed extreme caution with regard to the development of party
organization. They were suspicious of it and most reluctant to allow it to acquire any real autonomy and independent capacity to influence the party's
policies and strategies. There were two main reasons for their attitude. One
was the firm determination that any extra-parliamentary organization
should have a strictly subordinate and supportive relationship to the
parliamentary Liberal party, which itself acquired a more formal and
disciplined structure through the evolution of caucus. The rule of and for
'the people', which the Liberal leaders said that the movement represented,
was to be expressed primarily through the policies and conduct of the
government. Seddon's populist style of leadership emphasized this point.
Secondly, there was the growing force of sectionalism which made it more
and more likely that, in practice, party organizations, especially at the local
level, would fall under the influence of enthusiasts with particular causes to
promote, causes which might have only a minority appeal, but which they
hoped would advance more rapidly if the organizational machinery of the
government party were on their side. The fact that exactly this type of takeover — by the prohibitionists — seemed to be happening around 1893 was a
major reason why Seddon, when he became leader, was determined not to
allow party organization any independent influence in the making of policy
and selection of candidates.
Seddon offered himself as a substitute for party organization. He con97
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stantly intervened in constituencies in pre-election periods to sort out situations in which more than one 'Liberal' candidate was standing or threatening to stand and used a formidable array of techniques, including blatant
bribery, with offers of government appointments or seats on the Legislative
Council, to persuade the surplus candidates to withdraw. He had a high
success rate, but failures did occur and often a good deal of irritation and
bad feeling was created. It was exhausting work, and there were few other
leaders with Seddon's remarkable energy and skill in this kind of political
manoeuvring.
The Liberal and Labour Federation was looked to as a means of relieving Seddon of some of this burden. In 1899 it organized ballots in some constituencies for the selection of candidates. But the effectiveness of ballots
depended on the losers' willingness to respect the outcome, and frequently
they declined to do so and persisted in their candidatures — unless provided
by Seddon with one of his more traditional forms of inducement to
withdraw. For one major problem with Seddon's style of intervention was
that it probably encouraged 'surplus' candidatures based on the hope of
extracting some concession or appointment from him.
By 1902 indiscipline in the party appeared to be worsening, in part no
doubt — as Seddon and others believed — because the weakness of the
opposition encouraged the view that standing as a 'Liberal' against another
'Liberal' involved minimal risk of damage to the government's cause. As
Seddon's correspondence of 1902 shows, he believed that the Liberals
would be unwise to relax to this extent. 1 He could see in the Farmers'
Union, in particular, distinct potential for a revived opposition. Furthermore, he knew that many of those who were standing as 'Liberals' would
not be reliable supporters of his government if elected. The Liberal and
Labour Federation issued a list of candidates of whom it approved and
named a seat where there were several 'Liberals' standing. All sorts of expedients were proposed and tried for reducing the number of 'Liberal' candidates, usually to no avail. In Selwyn, J. Ivess offered to address four
meetings throughout the electorate with the other candidate and abide by
the vote of those present as to which of them should retire.2
In 1903 at the annual meeting of the Liberal and Labour Federation
J. G. Findlay presented a paper on 'The Aims and Objects of the Federation'. Arguing that the model of organization that the party ought to follow
was 'that of an army, and the predominant feature should be loyalty to
their officers, and especially to their chief leader', he advocated what he
described as the American system of candidate selection — by a central executive, not by the local organization. An amendment to the constitution
was proposed. According to this, local branches would receive applications
for candidatures and forward them to the national executive together with
confidential opinions on the applicants. The branch could indicate which
1 Seddon Papers, Series 1, National Archives.
2 Lyttelton Times, 31 October 1902.
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applicant it would prefer, but the final decision would rest with the executive. The amendment encountered a hostile reception from the
delegates. Many wanted the selection to be made at the local level. In the
end, the 'American system' was not adopted. Seddon's frustration was
given vent in his post-conference remark that the resolution that was passed
meant nothing more than that 'we will be pleased if those who want our
support will kindly inform us of their intention to stand'. 3
Seddon's anxiety about the situation deepened. By September 1904 he
was describing 'self-interest' as rampant in the Liberal party. Too many
Liberals were looking to themselves, 'apart from, and detrimental to, the
people of this country' .4 His gloom would not have been removed by the experience of the 1905 elections when the 'New Liberals' put up candidates in
numerous seats, the Federation failed to resolve several tangled local situations (as at Auckland West and Napier), and he himself had to intervene
and 'name' candidates in various contests.
In September 1904 Seddon warned that the opposition was organizing to
exploit the lack of discipline in the Liberal party. The government, he
claimed, lost many seats because of the multiplicity of Liberal candidates,
whereas the opposition lost none because of any such problem on its side. It
became a basic Liberal assumption that many surplus Liberal candidatures
were organized or incited by the opposition or by interests sympathetic to it
in order to split the Liberal vote and enable the opposition to win seats, even
though it received only a minority of the votes cast. For example, in 1899
A. W. Hogg told the House that many 'sham Liberals', 'dummies, men
paid for their services', were 'introduced for the purpose of splitting up the
Liberal vote'. 5 Seldom, however, was any evidence produced to back this
type of allegation. It is very hard to find any now. Surplus Liberal candidatures were given a sinister interpretation which does not seerfi to be
warranted by the facts. There is no proof that there ever existed an opposition conspiracy of this kind. For most of the Liberal era the opposition was
far too weak and ill-organized to have been capable of manipulating the
electoral process in this way.
Because of the absence of organizational mechanisms, it is clear that
elections were the only means by which factions in the Liberal party tested
their support. The basic character and ideology of the Liberal movement
virtually required that, if the party were to develop and have any kind of
coherence, elections should operate in this way. For the Liberal party was a
movement of consensus, claiming to represent 'the people', all the people
(apart from 'land monopolists'). Its leaders sought to embody within it
every significant current of opinion in the community, even those that
appeared to contradict each other, such as 'freehold' and 'leasehold'. Only
'the people' themselves, through the medium of elections, could indicate
3 New Zealand Times, 13, 14, 15, 16 July 1903.
4 ibid., 13 September 1904.
5 New Zealand Parliamentary Debates (NZPD), 106, p. 518.
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what weight should be given at any particular time to each of the consequent innumerable tendencies of opinion within the complex 'democratic'
fabric of Liberal politics.
There may have been numerous 'surplus' candidates, but how much of a
problem did they actually cause for the Liberal party and government?
There developed a perception amongst Liberals that the situation was getting worse, that there was an increasing problem of fragmentation of the
'Liberal' vote, allowing opposition candidates to win with only a minority
of the votes. The facts suggest that this perception was not accurate. The
number of 'surplus' candidates, that is candidates additional to the two
who headed the poll in each electorate, did gradually increase, from 27 in
1896 to 30 in 1899, 34 in 1902, and 43 in 1905. In addition, there was almost
always a lengthy list of candidates for the three-member city constituencies,
and in 1905, after these had been broken up into single-member seats, there
were 13 'surplus' candidates in the cities. The number of candidates who
won seats on a minority of the votes remained remarkably constant, and
contrary to the general Liberal belief, the opposition did not gain many
more seats in these circumstances than did the government. Indeed in 1896,
nine of the 12 minority winners were Liberals and only three supported the
opposition. In 1899 the total fell to seven, of whom three were Liberals and
four were oppositionists. In 1902 the total returned to 12, with the opposition having a slight advantage of seven to five. The last general election
before the introduction of the second ballot was that of 1905. An examination of its results does not reveal any grounds for the greatly increased
concern about split Liberal votes which is suggested by the government's
decision to promote the second ballot. In the non-city seats there were 12
minority winners, the same number as in 1902. Another four were returned
for city seats. The opposition won only three seats with a minority of the
votes cast. It is extremely unlikely that a second ballot in two of these
(Oroua and Ellesmere) would have achieved a Liberal gain. Wellington
East was the frequently cited, but nevertheless sole, case where in 1905 a
second ballot would almost certainly have had that effect. J. G. W. Aitken
won it for the opposition with only 43.73% of the vote. The balance of
12.85% was held by Labour's David McLaren, and in 1908 at least there
was a strong tendency for Labour votes to be transferred to Liberals on the
second ballot. Indeed one can go further and say that very probably the
second ballot, had it existed in 1905, would on balance have harmed the
Liberals. For the Liberals themselves won 12 seats with a minority vote, and
several of these would have been very vulnerable on a second ballot.
The evidence notwithstanding, more and more Liberals had been
coming to the conclusion that there was something wrong with the state of
representation in the New Zealand Parliament and that corrective action
should be taken. New Zealand Liberalism was a vague, all-embracing collection of platitudes and one platitude to which Liberals attached great
significance was the principle of 'democracy', the rule of 'the people'.
Liberals had affirmed in 1890, and kept reaffirming thereafter, their
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antagonism to government by or on behalf of special interests or classes or
minority sections. Many therefore felt unease about a situation in which
members of the House of Representatives were elected by, and therefore
could be seen as representing, only a minority of their constituents. Such a
state of affairs contradicted, and, if allowed to continue, could seriously
damage, the basic Liberal commitment to 'democracy'. An MHR should
represent an actual majority. If he did not, one ought to be created for him.
Only thus could his status be legitimized within the guiding assumptions of
the new political order.
The principal measure which was promoted to remedy this situation was
the Absolute Majority Bill. This provided for a distribution of electors'
contingent votes until one candidate had an overall majority. One
characteristic of the Liberal era was the promotion of constitutional 'fads'
designed to make the system even more democratic — the elective executive, proportional representation, the initiative and referendum, an
elected Legislative Council. These were mostly sponsored by private
members, and none of them ever became law. The Absolute Majority Bill,
moved regularly by Robert McNab, belonged in this category. It never succeeded in transcending its origins as a 'fad'. Year after year it was moved
and debated, votes were taken, sometimes it passed its second reading, but
that was always as far as it went. Analysis of the division lists for the votes
on the Absolute Majority Bill indicates that the lineup differed little from
that which occurred whenever a vote was taken on a 'faddist' constitutional
measure. It was opposed by most ministers and by members from the
'right' and 'centre' of the party who usually opposed 'faddism' (including
prohibitionism) and emphasized party discipline and loyalty to the leadership. From their point of view the Absolute Majority had the major
drawback that it was likely to entrench and encourage factionalism as each
group strove to influence the outcome through the disposal of its supporters' contingent votes. The other major problem about the Absolute
Majority was its complexity. Members were afraid that voters would find
its requirements too confusing. J. G. Findlay found conclusive proof of this
in the reaction of John McKenzie to the Hare system of proportional
representation when Findlay tried it out on him. McKenzie said that he
could not understand it and was sure that the average voter would not be
able to either.6
The Absolute Majority was never likely to be more than a 'fad' because
the government was opposed to it and refused to take over the promotion
of it from McNab. Very different was the situation with regard to an alternative solution to the problem of ensuring that no member was elected
without the expressed support of a majority of the voters in his constituency
— the Second Ballot. If no candidate gained an absolute majority at the
initial contest, a 'Second Ballot', involving only the candidates who had
come first and second, would be held a week or so later. The Second Ballot
6 NZPD, 145, p. 26.
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was a different matter because it had the support of Seddon. From 1896
until shortly before his death in 1906 he advocated it as his preferred solution to the problem of the multiplicity of 'Liberal' candidates at elections. It
seemed later to be forgotten, when Ward received most of the blame for
this innovation, that it was originally not his idea at all but a legacy
bequeathed to him by Seddon. Indeed, the record shows that, for a long
time, Ward was not enthusiastic about any electoral reform. In 1898 he used
arguments against the Absolute Majority that would have been equally
applicable to the Second Ballot. 7 In 1902, when he brought a proposal for a
Second Ballot before the House, his comments on it did not suggest any
strong commitment. 8 It is extraordinary how little support for the adoption
of the Second Ballot was manifested by Liberals before 1908. Its sudden
emergence in that year consequently took many observers by surprise. In
the debates on the Absolute Majority few Liberal members spoke in favour
of the Second Ballot. Far more were in favour of the Absolute Majority,
and there were numerous expressions of hostility to the Second Ballot.
Seddon had a Second Ballot Bill on the order paper in each session of the
1897-9 Parliament, but on no occasion was it brought to a debate or vote.
However, the Second Ballot was referred to on numerous occasions during
the debates on the Absolute Majority Bill. In September 1902 Ward produced an Electoral Bill which contained a provision for a Second Ballot.
The clause containing this provision was rejected by 35 votes to 26 but did
receive substantial Liberal support, including that of six Cabinet ministers.
The only other occasion prior to 1908 when the Second Ballot appeared
before the House was in a clause in the 1904 Electoral Bill, which did not
proceed beyond its second reading.
If the primary problem was party indiscipline — and that was certainly
how the party leaders saw it — then the Second Ballot had stronger appeal
than the Absolute Majority. The first ballot was, and had to remain, the
occasion on which the sectionalism that was so strong in Liberal and
Radical politics expressed itself. A democratic movement such as
Liberalism needed a mechanism of this kind by which the relative strengths
of the support for the tendencies and factions within the movement could
be discovered. But that was all that the Absolute Majority had to offer — a
first ballot, plus some distribution of 'secondary votes'. The Second Ballot,
however, offered in addition a healing procedure. It would restore and
strengthen party discipline by forcing the party supporters, whatever their
factional inclination might have been on the first ballot, to participate in a
clear-cut contest which it was assumed would normally be between one
candidate supporting the government and one supporting the opposition.
The Liberal party's problems came to a head in 1907 and early 1908. In
May 1907 the opposition captured the Taranaki seat in a by-election with a
minority of the votes. There were two Liberal candidates. The following
7 NZPD, 101, p. 36.
8 NZPD, 122, p. 220.
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year the government lost another seat, Tuapeka, to an Independent who
also won only a minority of the votes in a three-cornered contest. A survey
of the state of the Liberal and Labour Federation by its General Secretary in
1907 revealed that the majority of its branches were decayed. 9 Joseph
Ward, now Prime Minister, was not the man to do anything to remedy this
state of affairs. He had never displayed much interest in party organization
and had never needed to rely on it to establish his own hold over public
opinion. In a speech to the Wellington branch in December 1907 he revealed
the low esteem in which he held the Federation. 'In speaking about the
federation, Sir Joseph said the change in administration had disorganised
the society to a certain extent, and it was only in the process of time that it
could regain its former position, not only in returning members of Parliament, but in the moulding of public opinion. In consequence of the change
of administration, it was impossible for him (the Premier) to give as much
time to the affairs of the federation as he would have liked'. There was
clearly a close connection in Ward's mind between his unwillingness to act
to improve party organization and the decision to amend the electoral law,
for he went on from making these observations about the Federation to saying that 'he was afraid they were going to have too many candidates at the
next general election' and then announcing the government's intention to
introduce a Second Ballot. 10 There was a fair amount of support amongst
Liberals for this kind of alternative to party organization as a solution to
the party's problems. In July 1904 McNab had recommended his Absolute
Majority Bill on the grounds that it would do away with the need for conferences of delegates, such as one that had just met at Pahiatua to select a
candidate for a by-election." The point of view of an experienced party
organizer such as W. Beehan was obviously influential:
Speaking for myself, I have had a lot to do with elections for a great number of years,
but more especially from 1890 to the present time, and as chairman of various election committees and Liberal Associations I can tell you I would hail with delight a
Bill of this kind in operation during the period mentioned. There is a plethora of
Liberal candidates at election-times; no one denies the right of any man to stand, but
that several should stand in the same interests is not party warfare, and if there is to
be party government there must be something in the shape of discipline: they have
their rules, and they are carried out. I tried to carry on a similar association at
Auckland, but intending candidates frequently defied the party and persisted in their
candidature.12
In November 1907 George Fowlds, a Cabinet minister who was himself
very much opposed to the Second Ballot, received the following comment
about the Absolute Majority Bill from Henry Wilding, who stood unsuc9 E. Gallichan to J. A. Millar, 27 May 1907, Folder 23, Millar Papers, Alexander Turnbull
Library.
10 Evening Post, 17 December 1907.
11 NZPD, 128, p. 404.
12 NZPD, 145, p. 55.
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cessfully for Waitemata in 1 9 0 8 : . . the present system of selection by the
Liberal & Labour Federation leaves very much to be desired, it creates two
antagonistic parties in our ranks immediately before each election and
causes slackness in working on the part of those Liberals whose favourite
candidate is not selected. I would be very glad to hear whether there is any
chance of legislation in this direction before the next general election." 3
The Second Ballot system enabled the first and hitherto sole ballot to function as a form of primary election. It meant that the party could largely
abandon pre-election efforts to agree on a single candidate in each electorate and rest safe in the knowledge that, if several Liberals did stand and a
split Liberal vote ensued, the damage could be repaired on the second ballot
when all but one of them would have been eliminated.
Few Liberals voted against the Second Ballot Bill at its various stages in
the House. Yet it can hardly be said that they displayed a great deal of
enthusiasm for it, and opposition speakers commented on the silence from
the government benches during the Bill's progress. Findlay presented the
scheme to the party as an experiment. 14 There were three principal
criticisms of the Second Ballot scheme. The first was that it would give unfair advantages to the wealthy. They would use their wealth to ensure a
good turn-out of their supporters at the second ballot. Secondly, there was
a widespread belief that the turn-out of voters at the second ballot would be
appreciably lower than at the first, resembling by-elections when the turnout was always well down on general elections. This would be all the more
the case because the second ballot would not have associated with it the
local option poll which occurred at first ballots. The irony of a system
designed to ensure majority representation might well be that a candidate
on the second ballot would receive an absolute majority with fewer votes
than he obtained on the first. Supporters of the Bill believed that a straight
confrontation between candidates of government and opposition parties
would increase interest and therefore turn-out. Particular concern was felt
about the situation in country electorates. Was it not unfair to ask farmers,
especially backblocks settlers, to make the often difficult journey to a
polling-place a second time within a week? A third major area of concern
was over the excessive influence which would accrue to minority sections
during the bargaining that would be carried on between the ballots concerning the disposition of the votes of the supporters of the eliminated
candidates. Some groups would probably run candidates just in order to
acquire this kind of leverage. A scheme designed to promote the representation of majorities would result in a great enhancement of influence for
minorities.
To a large extent the government abandoned the disciplining of the party
at the first ballot stage. There was a considerable reluctance now to 'name'
13 Wilding to Fowlds, 18 November 1907, 2/49, Fowlds Papers, University of Auckland
Library.
14 NZPD, 145 p. 32.
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candidates as officially approved, although occasionally Ward did so,
perhaps in panic that the 'wrong' Liberal might otherwise survive to the
second ballot. Some candidates believed that the new system made standing
at the first ballot less likely to damage the party's interests. For example,
early in July 1908 F. W. Frankland announced himself as a candidate for
Manawatu in the government interest, 'provided the second ballot is placed
on the statutes'. 15 The assumption of the Liberal leaders was that, even if
more candidates stood in the belief that it was safe to do so, the additional
quarrels and divisions thereby manifested on the first ballot would indeed
do the party no lasting harm but would heal over under the unifying
influence of the second ballot when the supporters of the eliminated candidates would rally behind the one remaining Liberal in his contest against
the 'conservative' foe. Some were not so sure that this was a wise strategy.
In Selwyn in 1908 a Liberal withdrew to allow J. Ivess a straight fight
against C. Hardy, saying that he 'has no confidence in the second ballot,
and thinks that the Liberals should concentrate their votes on one candidate
at the first poll in order to ensure the success of their party'. 16
Ward predicted on numerous occasions that there would be no more
than half a dozen second ballots." He argued that the very existence of the
provision for a second ballot would deter from standing those candidates
whose only hope of winning was if there were enough other candidates to
split the vote against them. His views conformed to the Liberal 'conspiracy'
myth. According to this, most 'surplus' candidatures were organized to
split the Liberal vote and let the opposition win seats on a minority of the
votes. If the opportunity to do that was removed, many of these candidatures would not be started. One Liberal member, Hornsby, said that he saw
deterrence of mischievous candidatures as the main principle underlying the
Bill. At this another member, W. A. Chappie, protested, saying that in a
democracy the people should be allowed as wide a choice of candidates as
possible. 18
Ward's predictions proved very wide of the mark. In 1908 the number of
'surplus' candidates in non-city seats fell slightly as compared with 1905 —
from 43 to 39 — but nearly doubled (13 to 24) in city seats. In the former the
second ballot had clearly had little deterrent effect, while in the latter the
main change was the increase in the number of Labour candidates. In 1908,
23 second ballots were required, a substantial increase on the 16 which
would have been necessary had the system existed in 1905. In 1911 the
number of second ballots rose to 30. The number of 'surplus' candidates
rose sharply in non-city seats (39 to 51) but declined by six in city seats.
Predictions of a substantial decline in turn-out of voters at the second
15 Evening Post, 8 July 1908. Frankland won 346 votes (7.33%), another candidate 256
(5.42%), and a second ballot was required which confirmed the first ballot result (an opposition
gain).
16 Lyttelton Times, 31 October 1908.
17 New Zealand Times, 26 October 1908. NZPD, 130, p. 496; 132, p. 322; 144, p. 579.
18 NZPD, 144, pp. 596-8.
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ballot also proved to be well astray. In 1908 turn-out was lower in all but
four of the 22 seats which had second ballots, but only in seven of them did
the decline exceed 2%. Where the second ballot involved a close party fight,
as at Waitemata, Palmerston, and Wellington North, the turn-out was virtually unchanged. There was no sign of the exceptional decline that
had been predicted in country areas. In 1911 turn-out rose or was unchanged
in seven seats, five of which were city seats, and all of which saw close,
exciting, and, from the point of view of the result of the election, crucial
contests (for example, Grey Lynn, Wairau, Parnell, Hawke's Bay, and
Wellington Central). In only six of the 30 contests did turn-out decline by
more than 4%. The 10% decline at Raglan is easily explained by the fact
that two Reformers opposed each other. All Liberal candidates had been
eliminated, and many who had previously voted Liberal stayed at home.
In 1908 a second ballot was required in 23 seats. In only eight of these
contests was there a reversal of the order of the two candidates. The great
majority of the second ballot contests confirmed the result of the first
ballot. Even the changes that were made had little effect on party positions.
Four seats switched from government to opposition, but two moved in the
opposite direction and the opposition lost a third to Labour. The eighth
change was from one Liberal to another. The second ballot did not make
much difference in 1911 either. Of the 30 contests only nine reversed the
order established at the first ballot, and these reversals largely cancelled one
another out. Reform gained two seats from the Liberals and lost two to
them. At Kaipara an Independent Liberal, who was to defect to Reform in
July 1912, took first place from the government candidate. But a Liberal
defeated the Independent who led on the first ballot at Christchurch East.
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 — two at
the expense of Liberals and one from Reform.
By 1911 the politicians were beginning to show sensitivity to the fact that
the second ballot was not just a re-play of the first but a different type of
contest with its own rules and dynamics. In contrast to their situation in the
first ballot, electors were in a position to vote with knowledge of how the
country at large had voted and were bound to be influenced by calculations
as to the significance of how they voted this second time in relation to the
overall strengths of the parties. Liberals, who were accustomed to winning
large numbers of seats, feared that those amongst them who survived to
contest a second ballot might suffer from a reaction against a large majority
accumulated as a result of the first ballot. Caution is needed in interpreting
the second ballot results. Because it involved not a redistribution of
preferences but a completely new election, one cannot assume that all that
happened was that the people who had voted for the eliminated candidates
made a new choice amongst three options (one of which was abstention),
while the votes given to the two surviving candidates remained unchanged.
Every voter had the opportunity to vote again, and the second ballot result
was bound to be a complex amalgamation of many different voter
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movements, including, of course, some out of first ballot abstention into
second ballot participation.
There were only a few occasions on which the second ballot worked to
restore Liberal unity and achieve Liberal success after a divided Liberal
vote had given an oppositionist the lead on the first ballot. At Hawke's Bay
in 1908 the Liberal vote was extremely fragmented. The four candidates
who were eliminated after the first ballot secured nearly 46% of the vote.
But the three principal vote-getters amongst them asked their supporters to
vote for A. Dillon, the sitting member and sole surviving Liberal. He then
reversed the first ballot order and retained his seat. Here the second ballot
saved the Liberal party from the consequences of disunity, although one
has to ask whether the existence of provision for such a ballot might not
have encouraged the disunity. Other seats where the second ballot 'rescued'
the Liberals from defeat were Geraldine in 1908 and Kaiapoi and Wairau in
1911. But against these few vindications of the second ballot remedy for the
party's problems must be set the loss on the second ballot of Ashburton in
1908 and Waitemata and Masterton in 1911. In all three cases, however, the
third candidate was a Reformer and it is likely that, had the second ballot
system not existed, he might not have stood and risked the loss of the seat
by his party.
The basic assumption of most Liberal politicians was that there would be
a rallying to the cause on the second ballot. Eliminated Liberal candidates
and those who voted for them would support the one candidate from the
Liberal side who remained. Opposition candidates and voters would
similarly rally behind the remaining opposition standard-bearer. In Ward's
opinion, the week that would elapse between the ballots would not be a long
enough period to allow the clarity of this type of instinctive response to be
confused by intriguing and the striking of deals." However, the leaders
were usually anxious not to leave everything to chance and the probability
of a spontaneous manifestation of loyalty. They often did what they could
within the brief time available to encourage that manifestation. For instance, at the Rangitikei by-election in 1909 three eliminated Liberals were
persuaded to sign a request to their supporters to vote for R. W. Smith, and
all three plus Smith himself joined several Cabinet ministers at a dinner
which celebrated and confirmed the unity of the Liberal party. At Hastings
in 1908 after the first ballot three of the eliminated candidates for the
Hawke's Bay seat spoke at a public meeting in support of Alfred Dillon, the
surviving Liberal. But as Hawke's Bay in 1911 was to demonstrate, where
there had been a dispute over the nomination, the second ballot could not
always be relied on to produce a healing of the rift. This might particularly
be the case where the challenge was to a sitting member. 20

19 ibid., p. 578.
20 As happened at Wellington North in 1908: the sitting member, C. H. Izard, was relegated
to third place, and it seems that many who had voted for him declined to vote at the second
ballot for the other Liberal, F. G. Bolton.
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The mere fact that a candidate described himself as a 'Liberal' proved to
be no guarantee of an automatic transference of his votes to another
'Liberal'. 'Liberal' was a political label whose usage in this era went well
beyond the ranks of persons who belonged to the Liberal party — which in
any case was a rather ill-defined institution — or who supported the government. The government's assumptions about how the second ballot would
work were based on a misunderstanding of the significance of the 'Independent Liberal' label which candidates were adopting. Many 'Independent
Liberals' and their supporters were in fact in the early stages of detachment
from the government and were already part of the way along the road
towards association with an opposition party which was reforming itself in
order to accommodate them. It can be argued that, by forcing them to
come off the fence and make a more clear-cut choice, the second ballot
actually accelerated this process of detachment and realignment.
Even in 1911, situations in which no Liberal survived into the second
ballot, and Liberals had to choose between candidates of other parties,
were rare. They occurred mainly in Wellington. More numerous were the
eliminations of Labour candidates, and much of the analysis of second
ballot results that has so far been done has been concerned with the extent
to which Labour voters, having made their gesture of 'independence' on the
first ballot, then returned to the Lib-Lab alliance on the second. In 1908 the
trends favoured the Liberals, although a minority of Labour voters does
seem to have been prepared to vote for the opposition. By 1911 that minority
seems to have become a majority in numerous places.
The implications of the second ballot system for Labour's political
aspirations were frequently debated. There were those who believed that it
was designed to limit Labour's growth by eliminating the possibility of its
gaining momentum through the winning of seats on a minority of the votes
cast. Others saw it as an exercise in damage limitation. The opportunity for
Labour voters to vote Liberal on the second ballot once their own candidate
had been eliminated provided a mechanism for the containment of
Labour's political development within a Lib-Lab framework. If any
Labour candidates did survive into the second ballot, in most cases they
would probably have to court Liberal votes in order to secure election and
so Labour members would be elected as Lib-Lab members and not solely as
representatives of the minority Labour interest in their constituencies. On
numerous occasions Ward denied that the purpose of the second ballot was
anti-Labour. 21 Whether indeed it is correct to assume that the adoption of
the system was motivated primarily by concern over the rise of Labour
political activity is open to doubt. Liberals had been talking of the need for
an electoral reform of this kind for many years, and its adoption is best seen
as a reaction to the general problem of disorganization and factionalism
within Liberal ranks rather than specifically and exclusively to this one
aspect of that state of affairs. After all, at the two by-elections which above
21 New Zealand Times, 26 October 1908.
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all precipitated the decision to bring forward a Second Ballot Bill —
Taranaki and Tuapeka — there was no Labour candidate.
The Second Ballot Act did help Labour. Of the seven Labour candidates
elected between 1908 and 1913, five owed their election to the system, as
they had been behind on the first ballot. But in some of these contests the
outcome was determined not by any restoration of the Lib-Lab alliance but
by the manoeuvring of the Reform party to bring down the Liberal
Government.
There is danger of an excessive focus on the significance of the second
ballot in regard to Labour. At least as important, in the eyes of the government, was the effect that it was likely to have on the opposition and,
through it, on the working of the party system. On frequent occasions the
Liberal leader had expressed a desire to see the growth of a strong opposition party instead of the weak grouping of the 1890s, whose capacity to
offer effective opposition was weakened by the fact that many of its
adherents directed their criticism as much against party politics itself as
against the reforms promoted by the government. Indeed, after the 1899
election the opposition in Parliament formally dissolved itself. It may seem
strange that the Liberal leaders should have been concerned by this state of
affairs. But they saw a close connection between the indiscipline in the
Liberal party and the weakness of the opposition which produced in
Liberals a feeling that independent and 'disloyal' behaviour was perfectly
safe. The 'enemy' therefore needed to be made stronger and more menacing in order to force on Liberals an appreciation of a need to support the
government and accept party discipline. The second ballot can be interpreted as a means to this end. Interviewed in June 1908, one Cabinet
minister, Robert McNab, gave an opinion that the opposition might cease
to exist after the next election. 'If he wanted anything at all, he wanted the
present Opposition to be stronger than it was'. The Tuapeka by-election, by
revealing the strength of the Liberals and the weakness of the opposition,
might 'bring about multiplicity of candidates on our side'. That was why
the second ballot was needed. 22 The second ballot aided the opposition in
two main ways. First, it enabled it, too, to use the first ballot as a primary
election to sort out its own internal divisions. The Liberals' obsession with
their own 'surplus' candidates has obscured the fact that there were frequent cases of multiple candidatures on the opposition side as well. Secondly,
the second ballot aided polarization and consolidation of a two-party
system. It probably hastened achievement of a balance to an extent greater
than anticipated by the Liberals by enabling right-wing Liberal candidates
and their supporters to move towards closer association with the opposition. At Kaipara in 1911, for example, it ensured that Gordon Coates, an
Independent Liberal, was elected with Reform votes instead of winning on
the basis of a minority made up only of his non-Reform supporters.
There was one other significant way in which the operation of the second
22 ibid., 22 June 1908.
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ballot helped to effect the transformation of the opposition into a party that
no longer looked as if it were merely content to remain the 'opposition' to a
new continuous ministry but appeared determined to fight in a strongly
partisan spirit to become the government itself. This was the opportunity
afforded by the situation in three electorates where a Reform candidate was
eliminated and the second ballot contest was between Liberal and Labour.
There was great danger in this situation for the only recently formed
Reform party, for it offered the prospect of a serious fragmentation of the
Reform vote and consequent harm to the party's morale and image. Faced
with the choice between Liberal and Labour, the vote could go in any one of
three possible directions. One might have expected many Reform supporters, middle-class and anti-Socialist, to rally to the Liberals in a very early
manifestation of the trend that was ultimately to lead to the coalition and
the National party of the 1930s. But voting in this way to help keep the
Liberals in office went against the grain of the Reform party's campaign
theme and strategy of presenting itself as an alternative government. Two
other options therefore suggested themselves: to abstain, and to vote
Labour as a gesture of determination to oppose the Liberals. It is clear that,
in two contests where a Reform candidate was eliminated and no strong
direction was given as to the casting of the Reform votes, these votes were
reallocated in accordance with all three of these options. For example, at
Ohinemuri the choice was between the sitting government member, H.
Poland, and a Socialist, P. H. Hickey. To vote for a Socialist in order to
eject a Liberal was an extreme course of action for Reformers to take. On
the second ballot, turn-out declined by 585, Poland's vote rose by 550, and
Hickey's rose by 460.
In situations in which the Reform candidate had been eliminated the
second ballot thus threatened to undo much of the benefit that it had
brought to the Reform party. Prevention of this kind of damage was surely
one of the major considerations in the minds of the Reform leaders when
they decided on a 'vote Labour' strategy in three other seats. These were
seats on which national attention was focussed and where it was likely that
such an attempt to concentrate Reform voters upon this one out of the three
possible options might succeed. At Ohinemuri it must have seemed improbable that Reform unity could have been achieved behind a 'vote
Socialist' strategy. At all three contests — Grey Lynn, Otaki, and
Wanganui — the strategy was triumphantly successful in that Labour won
all of them and there was a general belief that it was the disposal of Reform
votes at the behest of the party's leaders that had enabled this to happen.
This was a striking demonstration of the new-found discipline and will to
win of the Reform party.
By now the second ballot had few defenders left amongst the Liberals.
None of the expected benefits had materialized, and the system had seemingly done nothing to halt the decline in the party's position which led to
stalemate in the 1911 elections and the fall of the Mackenzie Government in
July 1912. There was a majority of caucus in favour of its abolition when
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the matter was discussed shortly before the 1911 elections. The final straw
was the Reform party's cynical 'vote Labour' strategy. This destroyed
whatever Liberal idealism may still have existed about representing the will
of the majority, and appeared to vindicate those who had argued that the
system would simply give opportunity for the striking of 'corrupt' political
deals. The Mackenzie Government of 1912 decided that the second ballot
had to go and had a Bill drawn up providing for its replacement by an alternative mechanism for achieving majority representation, the single
transferable vote. 24 This had not been presented to Parliament before the
government fell. The Reform party had long been committed to repeal of
the Second Ballot Act but hesitated to take action upon becoming the
government. The Reform leaders expressed support for the principle of
achieving majority representation through preferential voting and suggested that they would replace the second ballot by a 'better' system. They
had, after all, benefited from the operation of the system and, since they
came into office only with the aid of defectors from the Liberal party, were
naturally anxious to think through the implications for themselves of any
change. However, cynical manipulation of the system had its limitations,
was a game that other parties could also play, and was not so easily engaged
in by a party that had become the government. There was much Reform indignation about Labour's failures to fulfil pledges allegedly made in order
to obtain Reform votes in the second ballots of 1911. Matters came to a
head in July 1913 when the Reform candidate led on the first ballot in the
Grey by-election but lost to Labour on the second after the elimination of
the Liberal candidate. This appeared to suggest advantage to Reform in
removing facilities for the reuniting of the Liberal and Labour votes which
were divided at the first ballot stage. The government therefore put through
a repeal of the Second Ballot Act and did not replace it with any alternative
scheme of preferential voting. From that day to this New Zealand elections
have been determined on the 'first past the post' principle. The circumstances enabled the Liberals to keep their myth intact: Reform were
afraid of 'the people' and could only rule on a minority basis.
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