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In this first Choices paper in the Strengthening

Canadian Democracy series, Richard Johnston

looks at one institutional mechanism, the first

past the post electoral system, which he believes is

central to understanding what is probably the

most salient characteristic of contemporary Cana-

dian democracy, the fragmentation of the party

system. For all the current maneuvering and jock-

eying taking place in opposition ranks, the Liberal

party looks set to retain power for the foreseeable

future. The four opposition parties, driven apart

by disparate policies and confined to regional

strongholds, are unable to bridge their differences

— which is not undesirable in and of itself, but for

the fact that it leaves the party system without an

effective challenger to the government of the day.

If our electoral system no longer excels at its sup-

posed forte — clarifying lines of accountability

and providing for decisive, if intermittent, alter-

nation in government — the time has probably

come to consider alternatives. Proportional rep-

resentation (PR) would at least permit a more

equitable expression of the votes cast on election

day, while not necessarily underperfoming the

current system in other respects.   

In the short response piece we asked Lisa Young

to prepare, Johnston is challenged on two points.

First, Young questions whether the electoral sys-

tem is chiefly responsible for the emergence of a

five-party system in the 1990s. There are impor-

tant social forces — the rise of Quebec national-

ism, the growth of political cynicism, the new-

found assertiveness of  previously marginalized

groups - that have made Canadian society more

complex and help explain the fragmentation of

the party system. Some of these dynamics, more-

over, are common to most of the industrialized

democracies, so that the made-in-Canada expla-

nation Johnston advances may be off the mark. 

Stephen Harper, in his reply, largely concurs

with Johnston’s analysis of the past, but questions

the scenarios and prescriptions he lays out for the

Editors’ Note

I n Canada and other industrialized coun-

tries, critical assessments of the quality of

democratic life are commonplace nowa-

days. The refrain encompasses a wide variety of

perspectives and concerns. Some worry that citi-

zens no longer take seriously the duties and

responsibilities of citizenship and hope to see tra-

ditional values re-instilled. Others are disturbed

by declining participation in the organizations

and associations that make up civil society and

warn of the corrosive effect on social trust and

political involvement. For others, the problem lies

principally with outdated political institutions

that do a poor job of facilitating popular partici-

pation in democratic life. 

On all of these themes, there is a rich body of lit-

erature by scholars worldwide that can be mined

for insights into the Canadian situation. Of partic-

ular relevance in the Canadian case is the impor-

tant role that institutions play in structuring polit-

ical participation and attitudes to the democratic

system. For in many ways our political institu-

tions, mainly inherited from the British and

unchanged in their essence ever since, are ill-

suited to the demands and expectations of a mod-

ern polity. The House of Commons remains an

assembly of MPs from small, geographically-

defined ridings that do not correspond to the con-

stituencies relevant to modern policymaking. Par-

ties, as ever, are essentially electoral machines,

causing citizens to turn to interest groups and

other organizations to engage in more meaningful

political activism. Governments continually use

opinion polls to make sure they are in step with

the public’s views, but are reluctant to go the next

step and make referendums a staple of the policy-

making process. It may not be wise to overhaul all

facets of the system, but a thorough examination

of Canada’s main political institutions is in order.  
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future. If, for example, recent events highlight the

deep fragmentation of the Canadian polity, we

may need more than electoral reform to set mat-

ters right. Greater decentralization to the

provinces is another obvious mechanism for

accommodating social diversity. Furthermore,

effective governance under a PR-system might

require a more independent executive that could

rule effectively despite division in the legislative

branch. In the absence of comprehensive institu-

tional reform, dissolution of the country becomes

a plausible scenario.   

Future Choices papers in our co-edited series

will assess other elements of Canadian democracy,

with a particular focus on institutional prognoses

and remedies (though as Young reminds us, we

cannot entirely set aside societal accounts of dem-

ocratic change). Some papers will adopt a com-

parative perspective, considering, for example, the

lessons for Canada of direct democracy as it is

practiced in other countries and the role the

media plays in political life elsewhere. Other con-

tributions will be more Canada-specific, including

a comparative examination of democratic prac-

tices in the Canadian provinces, and an assess-

ment of the permanent voters list used for the first

time in the 1997 federal election.

In another stream of the Strengthening Cana-

dian Democracy initiative, IRPP will be releasing

a series of working papers in its new Policy Mat-

ters series. The Institute has also been sponsoring

public forums in different parts of Canada that are

designed to enlarge the circle of contact with our

project. If part of IRPP’s challenge is to generate

insightful accounts and compelling ideas for dem-

ocratic reform, strengthening Canadian democ-

racy also means engaging Canadians in debate

and discussion that spreads awareness and creates

positive momentum for reform. The Institute

hopes to achieve both sets of goals with its work in

this important area.   
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is on structural factors, on the electoral system in

particular. Special attention is given to strategic

choices by the Conservative party, choices which

responded fully to the electoral system’s logic and

which brought that party striking success, but

which ultimately brought it low. As the Conserva-

tive party evolved, so did third parties. Some third-

party change was not so much evolution as back-

wash from Tory initiatives. But some also reflected

true third-party initiative, notably on the left. The

implication in my account is that even the mod-

est competitiveness of the old system was some-

thing of an illusion, that deep down only the Lib-

erals could govern on a continuing basis. All

along, the system may have been badly aligned

with Canadian society. What the 1990s did was

bring that fact out in sharp relief.

Finally, the paper looks downstream, to con-

sider where the system might go from here. One

possibility is that it already embodies natural, self-

correcting tendencies, that true contestation for

power will be restored. It seems more likely,

though, that the system really is broken. This time

the call for institutional redesign may not be a

false alarm. 

Where Are We Now?

I n seats and votes, the political pattern of

the 1990s is a mixture of opposites. The

Liberals, the party of government, seem

weak in the country but strong in the House of

Commons. This disjunction represents the culmi-

nation of several trends, which together make the

government’s true position more problematic than

it seems on the surface. On the opposition side, the

Alliance, the principal alternative to the Liberals,

also has a weak vote base, weaker by far than any

earlier pretender to government. In absolute num-

ber of seats, the Alliance is also weak. Yet it is not

the smallest Official Opposition in history. Indeed

E lectoral democracy in Canada is sick.

Whatever its faults, the old system at

least delivered true competition for

office and intermittent circulation of parties in

government. Now, only the Liberal party seems

poised to govern, but its base for governance is

weak. Its traditional competitors, the Conservatives

and, to an extent, the NDP, behave like fading great

powers, unwilling to admit that their sun is setting.

Its new competitors, Reform (now the Canadian

Alliance)1 and the Bloc Québécois, harbour only an

illusion of major-party status. The Bloc cannot seek

to grow, for that would defy its nature. Yet its very

existence may compromise the expression of Que-

bec’s interests. The Alliance does seek to grow, but

risks repeating the cycle that led to the old system’s

collapse. Voters, meanwhile, seem more and more

reluctant to play the game at all.

How did we get here? Where, if anywhere, can

we go? The paper begins by outlining where is

here: a Liberal government weak in the country

but strong in the House; an opposition too frag-

mented to mount a serious challenge to the Liber-

als; complacency on the surface of politics, but rea-

sons for apprehension. Then follows an account of

how we got here. It acknowledges that certain fea-

tures of Canada’s predicament are local manifes-

tations of global trends. It also acknowledges that

the old system was, in a way, racing against time,

as the underlying fundamentals of Quebec’s rela-

tionship with the rest of Canada evolved. 

But, in keeping with the theme of the Strength-

ening Canadian Democracy project, my emphasis
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tinct periods. The “First Party System,” 1878-1917,

captures an era of close two-party competition.

The next period, 1917-35, is a transition over which

the first system died, but slowly and in a manner

that only partly foreshadowed the next system.

That system, the “Second Party System,” 1935-57,

was absolutely dominated by the Liberals. The

years 1957-63 brought a second transition. As with

the first system, the first election in the transition

ended the old system but barely revealed the next

one. The “Third Party System,” 1963-84, saw the

return of Liberal dominance, this time less over-

whelming than in 1935-57. The last two periods

mark the Mulroney-Campbell and Chrétien gov-

ernments respectively. If the Conservatives’ nine

years in power hardly qualify as a system in their

own right, a government so powerful and so long-

lived does not seem like a mere transition. The

pattern established in 1993 may last indefinitely

and so qualify as a “Fourth” system, but it is too

soon to say. In that pattern, the Liberals’ average

share is almost two points lower than in their last

protracted stay in power, 1963-84. Only one other

majority government, elected in 1945, had a vote

Reform/Alliance after 1997 is stronger than the

Liberals were after the 1984 election. These obser-

vations also hold, roughly, for the other main party

of opposition, the Bloc Québécois. For all three par-

ties, the secret to this disjunction lies in Canada’s

First Past the Post (FPP) electoral formula. 

Equally important is who is missing from the

House, at least in force. The Conservatives, one of

the traditional parties of government, may have

been fatally weakened. So may the New Democra-

tic Party, another pillar of the pre-1993 order.

There is no mistaking how far these parties fell in

popular esteem. But their standing in the House

both exaggerates their plight and may yet worsen

it, by a self-fulfilling process. If the Liberals,

Reform, and the Bloc are beneficiaries of FPP, the

Conservatives and NDP are now its victims.

Popular Weakness and Parliamentary Strength
The popular basis of the Chrétien government

is the weakest of any majority government in

Canadian history. Figure 1 indicates one facet of

this weakness, by plotting government and oppo-

sition vote shares since 1878.2 For visual clarity,

the figure groups elections into structurally dis-
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electoral coalitions. But the rally never lasts long.

Thus, the typical pattern has been Liberal govern-

ment with a base that is both narrow and eroding.

For all that, the Chrétien government has been

strong in the House, as Figure 3 reveals. It returned

consecutive majorities, the first Liberal govern-

ment to do so since 1953, and the majorities have

not been weak by this century’s standards. The

1997 majority is thin, to be sure, but the 1993 mar-

gin was very comfortable, larger than any returned

by Pierre Trudeau. Set against more than a century

of elections, the parliamentary Liberals are cur-

rently neither peculiarly strong nor peculiarly

weak. Three periods in Figure 3 exhibit stronger

governments and three exhibit weaker ones.

Although the Chrétien government’s vote

reproduces, even exaggerates, the regionally

confined pattern of the Trudeau era, the party is

more inclusive in seats. In 1993, the Liberals

returned MPs from all ten provinces. The retreat

in 1997 still left them with beachheads in nine.

It is even tempting to propose that representa-

tion of regions improved in 1997 relative to 1993,

in that more than one province was vital to

maintaining the thin Liberal majority. Where in

share as weak as the Liberals’ 1993 one, 41 percent.

And at 38.5 percent in 1997, the Liberals reached

a new majority-government low. Indeed, of all

minority governments only two had smaller votes.3

The 1997 share was even smaller than a handful of

earlier opposition shares. 

Yet the Liberal pattern of the 1990s could be said

to extend a trend originating in the 1920s. Since

1921, vote majorities have been rare and the trend

has been generally downward, although the Mul-

roney Conservatives broke the trend temporarily.

The downtrend is especially clear for the Liberals,

the usual party of government. 

The Chrétien government’s base is also narrow

geographically, and this too continues a trend. Fig-

ure 2 plots one measure of geographic concentra-

tion, the standard deviation of the governing

party’s vote share across provinces. The higher the

standard deviation the more concentrated in one

or a few provinces the party is. In one sense, the

1990s are not unusual at all, as sectional narrow-

ness characterizes almost all governments since

1917. But the 1990s extend a disturbing pattern.

When Conservative forces rally to form a govern-

ment, they produce geographically quite inclusive

Figure 2
Geographic Concentration of Government Vote
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the Liberals and voters’ own parties widened con-

siderably. In 1997, non-Liberal supporters rated

their own party a little higher than in 1993, about

69 points, and rated the Liberals much lower, in

the mid-40s. Gaps among voting groups were also

wider, as Conservatives and New Democrats still

rated the Liberals (just) over 50 while Blocistes

and Reformers rated them around 40. Even so,

only Bloc supporters typically named a party

other than the Liberals (the Conservatives, in this

case) as their second preference. 

Similarly, the Chrétien government has

enjoyed remarkable support between elections.

Soon after each election, support in most polls —

measured by respondents’ willingness to vote for

the Liberal party if an election were held that day

— soared. Support surges — “honeymoons” — have

been the norm after majority victories, but in the

1990s honeymoons last entire Parliaments.5 If the

Liberal crash in the 1997 campaign strongly sug-

gests that these elevated support levels are illusory,

they nonetheless seem to colour media coverage

of the government and, perhaps, to embolden the

government itself. Certainly, the Chrétien govern-

1993, only Ontario MPs were a large enough

block to deny their co-partisans a majority by

unilateral withdrawal, in 1997, this was true out-

right of four provinces and almost true of two

others.4 This stands in contrast to the effective

exclusion of Trudeau’s last government from all

of Western Canada.

The Liberal party is also the nearly universal

second choice, according to the Canadian Elec-

tion Study data in Table 1. Party groups are iden-

tified by self-reported vote in each survey’s post-

election wave. Preference orders are inferred

from party ratings on a 100-point scale. The Lib-

eral tug was especially strong in 1993, when sup-

porters of the four other parties rated the Liberal

party far more highly than any other but their

own. Where non-Liberal voters typically rated

their own party about 65 on the scale, they rated

the Liberals in the mid-to-high 50s. Party differ-

ences in Liberal rating were small. New Democ-

rats rated the Liberals slightly higher than their

own party, and even Bloc Québécois supporters

rated the Liberals fairly highly. Tempers had

clearly frayed by 1997, as the ratings gap between
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This accounts for the disjunction, already

hinted at, between the top line in Figure 1 and its

equivalent in Figure 3: where governments’ vote

shares have mainly shrunk, their seat shares have

waxed and waned with no real trend. Governments

in the transitional period of 1917-35 were weaker

than in the old two-party framework that prevailed

before 1917.6 But the Liberal governments of the

1935-57 period were arguably the most powerful in

Canadian history, even though their popular base

was smaller than in the pre-1917 systems. In the

1957-84 period, governments were weakened

again. John Diefenbaker’s stunning 1958 victory

was offset by the thinness of his 1957 and 1962 plu-

ralities. Renewal of the Liberals after 1963 left

them barely able to control House majorities. The

Liberal grip on the House did tighten after 1968,

but their majorities remained slim. Then, in 1984,

the tide turned back toward governing parties. The

Conservatives’ parliamentary strength under

Brian Mulroney, in his first House at least, rivaled

that for the 1935-57 Liberals, and the current Lib-

eral government also seems comfortably situated.

ments do not seem as much on the defensive as

their predecessors were. 

Fragmented Opposition
It is clear, then, that the disjuncture between the

Chrétien government’s popular weakness and parlia-

mentary strength has little to do with the Liberal party

itself. The obvious place to look is across the aisle, to

the opposition. And in the 1990s the outstanding fact

about the opposition is its fragmentation. 

First, consider the simplest facts, as revealed by

Figures 1 and 3. The first lesson of Figure 1 is that

opposition forces have fragmented even more

than government ones. Where over the 20th cen-

tury governments lost about 10 percentage points

in the popular vote, the Official Opposition lost

over 25 points. Fifteen of these 25 points were lost

before the emergence of Reform and the Bloc. Of

course, other opposition parties picked up the

slack, as voters alienated from the governing party

still must go somewhere. But that is the very point:

they became less and less likely to cluster around

a single pole of opposition.
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Party being Rated Average N

Vote Conservative Liberal NDP Reform Bloc Québécois

1993
Conservative 58.0 55.2 33.9 40.9 28.3 372
Liberal 35.3 72.2 38.8 38.8 29.8 1121
NDP 31.2 58.1 57.4 36.1 28.5 175
Reform 38.0 57.2 31.4 69.5 27.7 522
Bloc Quebecois 32.5 50.4 34.8 37.1 71.5 366

1997
Conservative 66.1 51.9 36.4 31.0 18.8 403
Liberal 46.0 72.3 39.5 31.1 15.7 859
NDP 39.1 51.3 71.0 26.0 18.6 235
Reform 36.5 42.7 27.8 70.7 7.6 492
Bloc Quebecois 43.3 37.0 35.1 17.4 70.0 219

Table 1
Party Ratings by 1993, 1997 Votes

Sources: The 1992-93 Canadian Referendum and Election Study and The 1997 Canadian Election Study.
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inant. Indeed, “too many” of its votes, strategically

speaking, are concentrated in Alberta. Reform’s

most “efficient” province, from this perspective, is

British Columbia. 

If Reform and, even more, the Bloc are some-

what more efficient than some earlier opposi-

tions, they are stunningly more efficient than the

Conservatives and the NDP are now. Each of these

parties is only weakly differentiated by region,

and neither currently dominates any single

province. Only in Atlantic Canada do the Conser-

vatives remain competitive. In Quebec and

Ontario the Conservatives serve mainly to split the

vote, among federalists in Quebec and on the cen-

tre-right in Ontario. The NDP is most competitive

in its ancient heartland, Saskatchewan, but in no

sense does it dominate that province any more. It

remains to be seen whether the NDP’s 1997 gains

in Atlantic Canada are sustainable. 

Both parties used to be major players, of course,

but in 1993 each lost two thirds of its former vote.

For both, 1993 was an all-time low and 1997 was

only marginally better. The Tories’ previous low

came in a bitter election, 1945, in which the whole

landscape trembled. Fortunately for the Tories,

this was also a bad year for the Liberals.8 And the

1945 low was still eleven points above the Tories’

1993 result and eight points above the 1997 one.

For the NDP, the 1993 share was smaller even than

the CCF share in this party’s first outing, in 1935.

Each party took a geographic profile that sus-

tained a large party under the logic of FPP and saw

it forced downward across the board. Each party

survives because of residual organization, but also

because of strength at the provincial level.

The Worst of Both Worlds?
Canadians may thus be paying a price for our

FPP electoral system without getting a commen-

surate benefit. The price is distortion of voters’

party preferences. The benefit is supposed to be

the simplification of alternatives, which pro-

Clearly important to the ebb and flow of Gov-

ernment House strength in Figure 3 is the ebb and

flow of opposition fractionalization indicated by

the bottom lines of Figure 1. Although the oppo-

sition vote trend is downward, it is not unbroken.

Relative to earlier periods, the Official Opposition

strengthened in 1957 and remained strong until

1984. The initial strengthening, 1957-63, was a bit

artifactual, as it represented the temporary exile

of the highly resilient Liberal party. More conse-

quential is the fact that the Conservatives were so

much stronger in opposition in the 1963-84 period

than in the 1935-57 one. The Conservatives’ long-

term vote gain (Figure 1) around 1960 was mod-

est, about five points. But the seat gains (Figure 3)

this brought were spectacular: a near doubling of

the typical Conservative seat share, from under 20

percent to over 35 percent. This surge is a major

theme below, for in it lie the seeds of the Tory débâ-

cle of 1993.

With the Liberals’ defeat in 1984, opposition

fragmentation resumed. Some of this reflected the

thinning of the Liberals’ own base, whose contin-

uance into the 1990s makes that party weak in the

country if not in the House. Some of this 1984 frag-

mentation reflected further strengthening of the

NDP, of which more below. Then came the 1990s

and the emergence of Reform as the main pole of

opposition.7 But Reform is weak, far weaker in

popular vote than even the pathetic Conservative

and Liberal oppositions of 1935-57 and 1984-88. 

In seats, however, those particular oppositions

were no stronger than Reform. Indeed, for most

years between 1935 and 1957, Conservative oppo-

sitions were slightly weaker than Reform is now

and the 1984-88 Liberals, with only 14 percent of

seats in the House, were the weakest in history.

Reform clearly squeezed many more seats per vote

out of the system than did earlier weak opposi-

tions. The secret of Reform’s success in seats is the

party’s very narrowness in votes. Reform domi-

nates only two provinces but there it is very dom-
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are more distorted than those for US House elec-

tions, much less distorted than in India, and about

the same as in the United Kingdom and New

Zealand.10

“Simplification” is indicated by the two right-

most columns in Table 2, labeled the “effective

number of parties.” The “effective” number

attempts to make precise an intuition about the

“real” number of parties in a system. Consider first

a system with two parties. If each party is exactly

motes, in turn, decisiveness and the clarification

of lines of accountability. Table 2 conveys the total

scope of distortion as well as the extent of simpli-

fication, election by election and with median val-

ues for selected periods. 

Distortion is indicated by the leftmost column,

labeled “disproportionality.” Its values indicate,

roughly, the total deviation of seat shares from

vote shares.9 Most values in Table 2 are fairly typ-

ical of FPP systems. On average, Canadian results

Disproportionality Effective Number of Parties

Year Electoral Parliamentary

Second System
1935 21.4 3.3 1.9

1940 19.7 Median 2.8 Median 1.7 Median

1945 7.9 19.7 3.7 2.9 2.9 1.9

1949 21.0 2.9 1.7

1953 14.2 2.9 2.1

Transition
1957 2.6 3.0 2.9

1958 20.9 2.4 1.6

1962 7.1 3.2 2.8

Third System
1963 7.6 3.2 2.6

1965 10.5 3.3 2.6

1968 12.9 Median 3.0 Median 2.3 Median

1972 6.7 9.6 3.3 3.1 2.8 2.5

1974 9.6 3.0 2.4

1979 10.8 3.1 2.5
1980 9.0 2.9 2.4

Mulroney-Chretien
1984 21.0 2.7 1.7

1988 11.3 3.0 2.3

Median of

All Elections 10.5 3.1 2.4

1993 17.6 3.9 2.4

1997 13.2 4.1 3.0

Table 2
Disproportionality and Defractionalization

} } }

} } }
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Canada. The first part, the one that works, is called

the “mechanical” effect, the reduction in the effec-

tive number of parties as votes are translated into

seats. Table 2 shows that, without fail, the number

of parliamentary parties is smaller than the num-

ber of electoral parties, sometimes spectacularly

so. A “psychological” effect is supposed to follow

from this, but here the argument breaks down.

Mechanical distortion on this scale should create

powerful disincentives against fractionalization

of the vote. Some voters sense that their votes will

be wasted, and move strategically to a party that is

both acceptable and viable. Parties pull candidates

back where they are not viable and potential

donors and volunteers restrain their largesse.

Truly infeasible parties should thus fade and die,

leaving two large parties, each competitive for

power and each willing to accept underrepresen-

tation when it loses as the price of controlling out-

right majorities when it wins. In the long run, this

should mitigate, although of course not eliminate,

the appearance of disproportionality.13 

In the second system, 1935-57, the typical out-

come was dramatically distorted. The typical dis-

proportionality value, 19.7, was larger even than

the actual value for 1993. The typical mechanical

effect was to strip one whole party from the system

(compare the electoral and the parliamentary

medians for the system). The second-system pat-

tern, then, was to take a somewhat fragmented vote

and, through massive distortion, produce a one-

sided House, a House with fewer than two effective

parties. By rights, this “should” have produced a

downtrend in the effective number of electoral par-

ties, as insurgent voters and elites were discour-

aged. Instead, the number of electoral parties

stayed close to three, and then, after 1960 and the

transition to the third system, kicked up over three.

In the third system, the typical pattern was to take

a quite fragmented vote and turn it into a modestly

less fragmented House. The 1984 and 1988 elec-

tions scaled the fragmentation back a bit, but did

the same size, then the number must be two. If one

is a little larger than the other we may still feel

comfortable calling the system a two-party one.

What if one party is twice the size of the other? At

the other extreme, what about a party too small to

be a factor in the real competition? The “effective

number” measure translates these concerns into a

continuous index by taking a notion of fraction-

alization — a system is more fractionalized the

larger the number of parties and the more equal

their shares — and turning it upside down.11 Table

2 applies the “effective number” measure to both

vote and seat shares. 

The 1993 and 1997 elections score high, that is,

above the all-elections median, on both distortion

and fragmentation. On distortion, neither elec-

tion is an extreme case. But every other election

with above-average disproportionality was a land-

slide, a radically “simplified” result. The 1990s

elections, in contrast, produced highly fractional-

ized Houses, with the 1997 result the most frag-

mented in history.

So here too the rules have changed. In the past,

the more distorted the result, the smaller the effec-

tive number of parliamentary parties. The 1935-

88 relationship was:

Effective Number = 3.2 - 0.07 * Dispropor-
tionality.12

By this relationship, a result as disproportion-

ate as the 1993 one should produce a House of 2.0

parties, not the 2.4 that actually emerged. In 1997

the House “should” have the equivalent of 2.3 par-

ties, not 3.0.

So many parties appeared in the House because

so many appeared in the electorate. Both 1990s

elections featured a record number of electoral

parties, with only 1945 coming close among ear-

lier results. The number of electoral parties testi-

fies to the long-run failure of the old system at

simplifying the alternatives. The argument for

FPP in terms of consolidation and simplification

has two parts, but only one part seems to hold in

c
a

n
a

d
i

a
n

 
e

l
e

c
t

i
o

n
s

 
a

t
 

t
h

e
 

m
i

l
l

e
n

n
i

u
m



12

not be a good thing in itself but good or bad, the

power of House majorities is not an issue peculiar

to this decade. The government’s majority is more

“manufactured” than most, but manufacturing is,

again, not a new issue. The government’s pro-

gramme has not provoked widespread opposition.

And its standing between elections is eerily high.

“Eerie” does seem the right word, for the suspi-

cion lingers that the absence of sharp debate and

popular unrest makes for an inadequate test of the

government’s true standing.16 In the 1997 election,

the government’s support dropped sharply over

the campaign, and its seat majority seems to have

been saved only at the end. 

The situation at present carries some echoes

of the mid-1950s. Accounts of that period suggest

popular distress at a government unresponsive to

forces on either right or left, and arrogant toward

the House of Commons. But none of the great par-

liamentary battles of the mid-1950s registered in

downtrends, not even blips, in poll readings of

government approval. What was missing, we

must infer, was someone able to articulate the

discontent as leader of a plausible alternative

government. Only in 1957 could John Diefen-

baker become the tribune for expressing the dis-

content.17 Two things about Diefenbaker are rele-

vant. One was his undoubted political skill. The

other was that he inherited a party that, although

weak, was still a consolidated, pan-Canadian

alternative. Current discontent with the Liberal

government does not seem on the scale of that in

1957. But in the absence of a credible alternative

to the Liberals, how would Canadians express

such discontent? 

One answer might be, by exiting the arena

entirely. And voters may already be sensing the

impasse as, according to Figure 4, turnout in both

1993 and 1997 was below the postwar average.18

From 1945 to 1988, turnout as conventionally cal-

culated, the number voting as a percentage of the

number registered (the middle line in Figure 4),

not depart from the basic disproportionality-frac-

tionalization relationship of earlier elections.

Now we have returned to distortion on the scale

of the second system, 1935-57, but with parliamen-

tary fragmentation exceeding that of the third sys-

tem, 1963-84. In the second system oppositions

were weak. Even if they occasionally embarrassed

the government, they never came close to threat-

ening its existence.14 In the third system, it was gov-

ernments that were weak. At the moment, the pat-

tern rather resembles the second system, in that

governments are strong in the House out of pro-

portion to their strength in the country. But will the

Liberal government hold its majority past the next

election? We may be on the verge of a situation in

which both government and opposition are weak.

So we may have the worst of both worlds. It is a

given that FPP produces more disproportionality

than does the main alternative, a Proportional

Representation (PR) formula.15 To the extent that

disproportionality is mitigated, it is because par-

ties which validly represent bodies of opinion are

suffocated. FPP has other pathologies too, which

this paper also chronicles. These things are all bad

in themselves. But their flip side should be the cre-

ation of simple choices, effective governments

and credible oppositions. The Canadian system

has done a reasonable job in empowering govern-

ment, in that most of the time single-party seat

majorities appear. On the opposition side, the

Canadian system has done a poor job for years, as

oppositions have often been weak. And now the

system may be on the verge of failing to empower

governments. A multi-party legislature where no

single party holds a majority is not a bad thing in

itself. But if such a legislature becomes the norm,

we must then ask whether there is any more point

in accepting distorted results.

Apprehensions
For the time being, the pattern may be messy

but tolerable. The Liberal government enjoys the

full measure of majority power. This may or may

R
i

c
h

a
r

d
 

J
o

h
n

s
t

o
n



13

Whatever the reason for the drop in registra-

tion, turnout relative to age-eligibility in 1997

looks bad. From 1945 to 1988, there may have been

a net downtrend in turnout calculated this way,

but the trend was very modest. Turnout so meas-

ured averaged over 70 percent until 1965, then

began a gradual drop. Only once since 1968 has

the rate exceeded 70 percent. The 1993 rate, just

below 64 percent, was a new postwar low. But 1993

pales in comparison to 1997, at 57 percent. 

This puts Canada near the bottom of the indus-

trialized-world turnout league tables. Measured by

this standard, Canada comes off only a little bet-

ter than the US. In the 1996 US House election, for

instance, turnout measured this way was 49 per-

cent, a very disturbing figure but not that much

below Canada’s. No other G-7 country besides the

US has turnout as low as Canada’s and only Japan

and France have comparable rates. In round num-

bers, Canada is now 10 points below the United

Kingdom, 15 points below Germany, and 30 points

below Italy. Canada has never had peculiarly high

turnout, but the gradual decline from the 1960s to

the 1980s, followed by the precipitate drop in the

1990s, has taken us from the lower middle of the

pack to very near the back.22

averaged 75.4 percent, with no trend. The corre-

sponding figures for 1993 and 1997, respectively,

are 69.6 and 67.0. The 1993 number is probably

an underestimate as, outside Quebec, the voters

list was carried over from the 1992 referendum

and almost certainly had a surplus of the deceased

and the recently moved. But most of the drop was

real,19 and there is no explaining away lower

turnout in 1997. 

Indeed, this indicator understates the problem.

As a gauge of overall eligibility to vote, the num-

ber of registered voters has deteriorated, with a

particularly dramatic drop in 1997. As a percent-

age of the voting age population the registration

rate used to fluctuate between 90 and 94 percent,

and did so right down to and including 1993,

according to the top line of Figure 5.20 But in 1997,

the registration rate dropped to just over 85 per-

cent. Why it dropped so dramatically is beyond the

scope of this paper. It could be that the 1990s

brought so large an immigration flow that the

meaning of “age-eligibility” is different for the

1990s as compared with earlier decades. It could

be that administrative changes account for the

drop, as Elections Canada embarked on a transi-

tion to a permanent voters list in 1997.21
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How parties respond to this broadening and reori-

entation of debate is the concern of the most influ-

ential interpretations of the evolution of both the

right and the left in Europe. Herbert Kitschelt, for

instance, shows how for all of Western Europe the

old capitalist/socialist dimension has been sup-

plemented, although not supplanted, by an

authoritarian/libertarian one. As well, the bal-

ance of electoral power has shifted to the right. The

axis of competition in most countries combines

the old and the new dimensions.26

If the form of the challenge is ubiquitous,

response to it by voters and parties is not. Some old

parties, constrained by internal politics, failed to

adapt to the modified agenda, and suffered accord-

ingly. Others were able to absorb the new lines of

conflict. The difference is political, and, notwith-

standing evolutionary cultural universals, the cen-

trality of politics makes each country rather

unique. This pattern — the importance of each

country’s actual political history and the weakness

of continent-wide trends — runs through most

recent systematic investigations of European elec-

toral patterns. For example, the psychological claim

of parties has, on average, diminished, in the sense

that fewer voters claim to identify with a party and,

perhaps most critically, fewer claim a strong attach-

ment. But in some countries partisanship so meas-

ured has actually intensified and in others, little

change is visible. In general the differences among

countries are more striking than the generality of

the downtrend.27 Similarly, there appears to be no

continent-wide trend toward party-system frag-

mentation or toward systematically higher levels of

volatility.28 Trust in political institutions shows no

Europe-wide trend, although individual countries

exhibit movement. As with partisanship, trust is

affected by political factors, and here a specific pat-

tern sticks out: the more frequent is governmental

turnover, the lower is the average level of trust.29

Also showing no Europe-wide trend, but rather

a collection of country-specific stories, is electoral

How Did We Get Here?
A Global Problem?

D oes the shattering of old patterns

reflect a global process of cultural and

technological change? An argument

along these lines has considerable currency and

deserves to be taken seriously. This section outlines

some arguments and reviews cross-national evi-

dence. The review unveils commonalties of politics

at the millenium, but it also suggests that differ-

ences among countries are as striking as conver-

gences. Some, at least, of our problems are home-

made. In particular, some originate in the strategic

logic embedded in the electoral system.

That the western world has undergone a culture

shift in the last thirty years seems undeniable. The

strongest statement along these lines lies in the

work of Ronald Inglehart,23 who claims that the

ubiquitous prosperity of the postwar industrial

world produced a generation with no experience

of material want. This generation is thus largely

unmoved by older controversies over shares of the

material pie. The new sensibility resists old, con-

solidated forms of political action: big parties, big

unions, the state generally. Moreover, newer,

higher-order “postmaterial” drives are not easily

shed, even if economic conditions worsen. The

shift is thus permanent and is differentiated by

period of birth. Canada, unsurprisingly, is not

exempt from this culture shift.24

The claims are hotly contested, but the broad

sweep of the thesis seems intuitively right. If the

Inglehart thesis is hampered by weak measures

and loose conceptualization,25 it nonetheless cap-

tures the culture shift in gross outline. The politi-

cal agenda has either shifted or expanded, as

claims rooted in identity and in secular individu-

alism (admittedly somewhat contradictory bases)

have gained ground. That many groups and polit-

ical actors resist these claims is part of the point.
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indigenous elements in the country’s partisan his-

tory. The place to start is the electoral system. 

The Centrality of the Electoral System
Clearly the electoral system is implicated in

much of the earlier discussion. It was responsible

for the vote-seat distortions that mark the 1990s.

More generally, it affected the parliamentary power

of winning parties, somewhat independently of

their own vote-drawing power. A system with this

much power constitutes a powerful set of strategic

incentives in its own right. It does not just translate

behaviour, it is an active force in shaping it.

To see how this is so, begin by reconsidering the

seat-vote disjunctions discussed above. One indi-

cator of disjunction is the ratio between the two

quantities — seats and votes — for a given party.

Winners under FPP almost always have ratios

greater than 1.0, they win a larger percentage of

seats than of votes. Losers, including the Official

Opposition, commonly have ratios under 1.0, they

win a smaller share of seats than of votes. The Lib-

erals’ 1993 ratio, 1.47, is the fourth highest in his-

tory, after the 1935 and 1949 Liberal landslides and

the 1984 Conservative one. It is slightly larger than

the ratio for the 1958 Conservative landslide. Of

course, the Liberal victory in 1993 was no land-

slide, just a comfortable majority. What makes the

ratio so high is that this comfortable majority was

generated by so weak a popular vote share. At 1.32,

the 1997 ratio is lower than in 1993 but still well

above the median for majority governments. 

Does this mean that the Chrétien government

has somehow changed the informal vote-to-seat

translation rules? Far from it. Indeed, the Liberals

won fewer seats in the 1990s than they “should”

have, given the old rules. What has changed, as

already outlined, is the fragmentation of the oppo-

sition. Consider this simple representation of the

how Liberal and Conservative votes traditionally

combined to produce Liberal seats:

Liberal Seat % = 3.6 + 1.86 * Liberal Vote %
- 0.90 * Conservative Vote %.31

turnout.30 It is true that the countries most imme-

diately comparable to Canada, the big, rich coun-

tries of the G-7, exhibit declining turnout. Of these,

only Italy shows no trend. Calculating turnout the

same way as before in this paper, as a percentage

of the age-eligible population, and plotting trends,

other countries have seen turnout drop in the

postwar period from five (UK) to twelve (France)

points. With a fifty-year postwar downtrend of 9.5

points, Canada’s drop is a bit greater than the G-7

average. Timing varies considerably across the G-

7. In the US, the UK, and France, turnout has been

dropping in small steps for many years. In Ger-

many, the downtrend seems to start in the 1980s.

Only Japan is like Canada in seeing virtually the

entire drop postponed to the 1990s. There may,

then, be a story about secular change in turnout

that is almost G-7-wide. But as with the European

examples, differences across countries are at least

as striking as the generalities.

One element in the “postmaterial” pattern does

have real resonance in Canada, the rise of identity

politics. The identities in question may be

ancient, but their expression was inhibited by

material want and global military insecurity.

More recently, however, the very success of the

West, economically and militarily, has loosened

restraints on identity demands. In Europe, the

consolidation of the Union has empowered

national minorities in relation to their central

governments, as, ironically, the cost of ethnic

assertion has dropped. 

This is a theme already familiar to Canadians.

The emergence of the Bloc Québécois represents

a certain electoral coming-of-age for Canada’s

largest national minority, as forces already strong

in Quebec’s provincial politics are now projected

onto the federal scene. Here too, however, it does

not suffice merely to allude to global patterns. The

oddity of this universal trend is that it represents

the reemergence of the particular, as arguments

are couched increasingly in terms of history,

memory, and place. This too directs us back to the
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Atlantic Canada, the Liberals wasted votes. The

Liberal shares were so huge in those places that no

amount of opposition consolidation would have

turned more than a handful of seats, if any. No con-

solidation occurred, of course, and so the Liberals

could have won about as many seats with a rather

smaller vote, such that the “surplus” could have

been put to better use in other regions.

Second, although the opposition was frag-

mented overall, it was not equally fragmented

everywhere. Of the four serious opposition parties,

two — the Conservatives and NDP — were geo-

graphically dispersed and two — Reform and the

Bloc — were concentrated. The concentration of

the latter two limited the ability of the Liberals to

capture seats. Put another way, Reform and the

Bloc captured so much of the old Tory vote in BC,

Alberta, and Quebec that they did not so much

fragment that vote as replace it. 

In this narrative lies a generalization about the

First Past the Post system. Success under FPP is not

just a matter of accumulating votes. Also impor-

tant is how those votes are distributed across the

landscape, as parties are encouraged to think geo-

graphically. What it means for a party to think geo-

graphically is contingent, however, on how many

votes it starts with: the fewer the votes, the more

concentrated in one or a few places they should

be; conversely, the more votes a party controls, the

more spread out they should be.32 Opposition par-

ties in the 1990s illustrate both sides of the first

proposition: Reform and the Bloc benefit from

concentration; Conservatives and New Democrats

suffer from dispersion. 

FPP in Canada is often criticized for sowing

division, for encouraging parties to adopt region-

ally divisive strategies. The logic of the previous

paragraph suggests that the criticism cannot be

made unconditionally. Unquestionably, FPP

encourages small parties to make narrow appeals

and, to the extent that small parties flourish, the

House may become a cacophony of sectionalism.

What this means is that a Liberal vote gain of

one percentage point would increase the party’s

seat share by 1.86 points or, depending on the size

of the House, five or six seats. Stated this way, the

relationship assumes that the Liberal shift is not

accompanied by a Conservative shift. If the Lib-

eral gain comes at the Tories’ expense, that is, the

Conservative vote share also drops a percentage

point, then the Liberals would gain another two or

three seats. Of course, these relationships also

work in reverse, for Liberal losses and Tory gains.

In the typical election, Liberal gains were in fact

complemented by Tory losses, and vice versa. But

not entirely. A striking long-run pattern in Figure

1, where government and opposition are com-

pared, is asymmetry. Notwithstanding consolida-

tion of opposition in and after John Diefenbaker’s

period at the Tory helm, the underlying story has

been a widening gap between government and

opposition. The Tories’ collapse in the 1990s may

be the final chapter in that story. It was certainly

a gift to the Liberals.

Were the Liberals able to cash the gift in com-

pletely? Not quite, it turns out. Just cranking the

1993 and 1997 Liberal and Conservative votes

through the equation above would yield Liberal

seat shares of 65.5 and 58.3 percent, respectively.

In fact, Liberal shares were rather lower each time,

60 percent in 1993 and 50.8 percent in 1997. So

even though the seat/vote ratios seem high, they

were not high at all given the weakness of the

ancient foe. Why then did the Liberals not extract

even more seats from the system? The answer has

two parts.

First, the Liberals were too concentrated geo-

graphically for their own good. In certain

provinces, they “worked” the map just right.

British Columbia and Quebec may be examples:

weak shares province-wide, but sufficiently con-

centrated (too concentrated in Quebec, perhaps)

in the metropolitan centres to guarantee a decent

representation. But in Ontario and, in 1993,

R
i

c
h

a
r

d
 

J
o

h
n

s
t

o
n



17

the winner of a House majority. In four of those

nine, withdrawal would also have denied the win-

ner a plurality, also the case with the three

minority governments in which Quebec was well

represented. The three elections in which the

winner secured fewer than 20 Quebec seats were

all Conservative victories, all minority govern-

ments, and all short-lived. Over most of this

period, Quebec adhered to the Liberals and made

them the only feasible party of government. That

government might be weak, indeed a minority

for critical periods, but installation of an alter-

native, Conservative government required an

extraordinary and unsustainable concatenation

of forces. All that seemed to change with Que-

beckers’ willingness to support the Mulroney

Conservatives. This apparently heralded the

return of true two-party competitive politics, as

This does seem to be a story of the 1990s. But large

parties are encouraged to broaden their appeal, to

craft geographically inclusive coalitions and to

look for issues that cut through region.33 And most

Canadian governments have, in fact, succeeded in

pursuing an inclusive strategy. 

First consider the place of Quebec, arguably

the historic pivot for government. Figure 5 plots

the place of Quebec and the other regions in the

formation of governments. For each region, the

smooth top line is its total number of seats in the

House, a gauge of potential influence. The jagged

line below is the number of seats from the region

won by the Canada-wide winner, a gauge of the

region’s actual influence. In all but three elec-

tions from 1935 to 1988, the winner also won a

majority of Quebec seats. In over half the cases,

withdrawal of Quebec seats would have deprived

Figure 5
Regional Strength House versus Governing Party
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stitute a government. To win a majority, a party

must, at the very least, match the Quebec total with

seats from other regions. Usually, the requirement

for seats outside Quebec has been greater.36

The other big lump of seats is Ontario, of course,

but before 1993 Ontario did not play its weight. Over

the years since 1935, the province’s total number of

seats grew, but until 1993 its average number of gov-

ernment seats shrank. In one sense, then, the

province became less, not more of a counter in the

government game. It is true that when the whole

country swung one way, so would Ontario. Thus in

the 1958, 1968, and 1984 sweeps, the winner’s

Ontario share was 60 to 70 seats. But these shares

were not sustainable and three times the winner

captured fewer than 40 Ontario seats. In contrast to

the Quebec case, two of these three cases involved

Liberal winners, in 1945 and 1972. Each time, the

Liberals’ weakness in Ontario was a setback to the

government, but only a temporary one. The essen-

tial fact about Ontario in comparison with Quebec,

according to comparison of panels A and B, is the

greater fragmentation in its seat shares. 

But Ontario is still bound to be important sim-

ply for its sheer bulk: currently it holds roughly

one-third of all House seats. In the typical pre-1993

House, about 50 government seats were from

Ontario, smaller than the typical Quebec share

but still more than one-third of the requirement

for a majority. 

Atlantic Canada also usually found a place at

the table. It was next to impossible for this region

to contribute more seats than Ontario to the win-

ner. By the end of the period the whole region con-

trolled fewer seats than British Columbia, not to

mention Ontario or Quebec. Even so, from the

1930s to the early 1960s the region rivaled Ontario

as a source of government seats. Over the whole

period, Atlantic Canada contributed about half as

many seats as Ontario to governing parties. Twice,

1945 and 1962, Ontario largely abandoned the gov-

erning party, so that the Atlantic region held as

the 1984 swing toward the Tories mirrored the

earlier 1887-96 swing away from them. Quebec

thus played the pivot in two equally vital ways: it

arbitrated two great realignments; between these

realignments, it made the Liberals virtually the

sole feasible party of government.

Some of this power reflects mere size, for Quebec

has always held a large body of seats, 65 at the begin-

ning and 75 now. At present Quebec controls

slightly under 25 percent of the House, and in ear-

lier decades the share was larger. But Quebec’s

importance goes beyond mere numbers. The

province’s voters also used their voting power effec-

tively, by consolidating support for a party that

enjoyed significant support elsewhere and, when

switching, doing so nearly wholesale. Comparisons

with Ontario (Panel B in Figure 5) are instructive.

Over this period, Quebec’s total number of seats

always lagged Ontario’s, and the gap has widened.

But each major party’s range of outcomes was 10

seats greater in Quebec than in Ontario. In Quebec,

the Liberal minimum was 12 seats and the maxi-

mum, 73, for a range of 61. The corresponding Con-

servative numbers were 1 and 63, for a range of 62.34

In Ontario, the Liberal minimum and maximum

were 14 and 64, for a range of 50. The Conservative

numbers were 17 and 67, also a range of 50. The dif-

ference in seat pattern follows one in popular vote,

as the range of vote shares was much greater in Que-

bec than in Ontario. This vote flux in Quebec is

then translated into seat flux with remarkable effi-

ciency, as spatial variance in vote shares within

Quebec is low.35 Thanks to this consolidation of

seats, Quebec representation in government almost

always bulked about as large as Ontario’s. Indeed,

in nine of the seventeen 1935-88 parliaments, Que-

bec members on the government side outnumbered

Ontario ones.

On one hand, this is a story of sectionalism. Que-

beckers appear to act on a sense of provincial inter-

est, and major parties respond. On the other hand,

Quebec seats never suffice by themselves to con-
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The key element in the 1993 election was the evap-

oration of Tory strength, most dramatically in

these very regions. To understand that evaporation

we have to go back to how that strength was built

in the first place. 

The other party that evaporated in 1993 was the

NDP. Its pre-1993 history, in many ways, comple-

mented that of the Tories. The NDP exists,

arguably, because the Diefenbaker Conservatives

preempted some of the old CCF base. But by recon-

stituting itself in a particular way, the NDP also

changed the character of third-party activity. The

explosion of 1993 was, in part, a recrudescence of

forces that, between them, the post-Diefenbaker

Tories and the NDP redirected.

The 1993 cataclysm was not all old West wine in

new Reform bottles. The official opposition in

1993, after all, was the Bloc Québécois. For the

West, 1993 arguably just restored an old pattern.

The real novelty was the shrinkage of Quebec’s

presence at the centre of power. Figure 5A indi-

cates that the years since 1993 are the only ones

in living memory in which Quebec had, for more

than a few months, fewer than 30 seats on the gov-

ernment side of the House. This may signal a fun-

damental change to the informal rules of govern-

ment  format ion .  I t  cer ta in ly  s igna l s  a

fundamental change in Quebec’s own orientation

to the system.

First Moves: Conservatives to the West, NDP to
the East

Between the 1950s and the 1980s the Conserva-

tive Party made itself a progressively more formi-

dable electoral force. Some of this it accomplished

just by growing. Equally important, however, was

the party’s efficient response, whether intentional

or accidental, to the electoral map. Figure 6A,

“Tories move out of Centre,” illustrates the first

step, accomplished mainly under John Diefen-

baker’s leadership. The light line gives the 1935-53

pattern, not a pretty picture for a party pretend-

many government seats as the biggest province.

So far, then, the story is one of inclusion. The

very biggest place is well represented but not

absolutely dominant. The smallest region is

almost always present in some kind of force and

occasionally rivals the biggest region. Quebec

plays a key role by consolidating internally and,

if an acceptable alternative presents itself, by

swinging en masse. This is worth underlining.

Whether or not one considers Canada a binational

state, few doubt that the biggest challenge is the

continued integration into the pan-Canadian

scheme of the one jurisdiction with a francophone

majority. The FPP electoral formula has histori-

cally facilitated — and may even have forced — a

linguistically inclusive strategy on prospective

governing parties.37 Three of four regions rou-

tinely win serious representation at the centre.

Presumably this reflects active solicitation by the

major parties.

The problem, of course, is the West. For most of

this century the region has dwarfed the Atlantic

provinces, and in recent years has pulled away

from Quebec as well.38 British Columbia alone now

has as many seats as Atlantic Canada. But this has

not been cashed in on power at the centre. Over

half the time from 1935 to 1988, the government

party returned more seats from Atlantic Canada

than from the West. Only five times did the region

contribute seats in proportion to its intrinsic

strength, and two of these (1962 and 1979) were

short-lived minority governments. 

It might have been tempting to see the Mul-

roney years as the region’s political coming of age.

Not only was the West the springboard for the Mul-

roney government’s majority, the majority in

question lasted two parliaments, the first consec-

utive majorities since 1953, the first for the Tories

since 1891. The Conservatives’ strength in the

West, when joined to a breakthrough in Quebec,

seemed to form the basis for the first real two-party

politics since the 1890s. It was not to be, of course.
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cent and a seat share of 19 percent.39 In this period,

the Conservatives were barely plausible as an

opposition party much less as a governing one.

In the West, Conservative weakness was not

matched by Liberal strength. Both old parties were

weak in the region, so Western politics was third-

party politics. The West was the primary site for

Canada’s first great electoral insurgency, the Pro-

gressive movement of 1921. Just as Alberta was the

epicentre of the 1921 earthquake, so was it the

main site for third-party activity in the 1935-57

system, where, according to Figure 6b, parties out

of the mainstream averaged over 50 percent of the

vote. British Columbia and Saskatchewan were not

far behind, however, as third parties routinely

pulled in over 40 percent, and the gap between

Manitoba and all provinces to its east was large.

The Western parties numbered two: Social Credit,

which dominated Alberta and gained importance

ing to alternative-government status. The party’s

places of relative strength were places of absolute

weakness. The Conservatives averaged about 40

percent of the vote in Ontario and the Atlantic

provinces, some ten points behind the typical Lib-

eral share. In the rest of the country their typical

share was simply pathetic: just over 20 percent in

Quebec and around 20 percent in the four Western

provinces. The Western reading is true for the

whole period, but understates how much worse

things were in that region than in Quebec. Two

elections infused with wartime passion, 1940 and

1945, polarized French and English Canada and

drove the Quebec Tory share under 20 percent. In

the other three elections the Tories’ Quebec vote

hovered around 30 percent. This fluctuation mat-

tered hardly at all in seats, as the Tories won few

in Quebec throughout the period. Countrywide,

the Tories received an average vote share of 30 per-

Figure 6
Geographic “Rotation“ — Second to Third Systems
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In Saskatchewan and Manitoba, the party losing

ground was the successor to the CCF, the NDP.

Within the West, BC displaced Alberta as the

province with the largest ongoing third-party pres-

ence. Ontario moved up to a level comparable to

the Prairie West. Most notable, however, was the

rise of third-party voting in Quebec. In 1962 an

incarnation of Social Credit burst on that

province’s scene and lasted for nearly the entire

period, weakening only at the end.

If all this still left Canada with a regionally dif-

ferentiated system, the pattern of differentiation

was sharply modified from before. The West

remained distinctive from the East, but only in the

strength of parties, no longer in their identity. The

dominant party in the region, the Conservatives,

had a significant presence everywhere else except

Quebec. The West gave the Liberal party a weak

share, but Liberals still remained in the region’s

game. The West was distinctive in that its second-

place (in some provinces, first-place) party, the

NDP, was overall the system’s third party, but the

NDP was now more competitive for the biggest

prize of all, Ontario. The most distinctive region

was now Quebec, the only province clearly domi-

nated by the Liberals yet also the new home of

Social Credit.

As third-party voting spread, it became, as it

were, domesticated. This is the point of Figure 7.

Between 1921 and 1988, the total third-party vote

became progressively less episodic, less suscepti-

ble to short-term flux. In part, this reflects the

emergence of the CCF, later the NDP. The origi-

nal Western impulse, in 1921 toward a loose

grouping called the Progressives, embodied at

least two tendencies. One was protest, which pro-

duced surge and decline, according to the state of

the wheat economy. The other was program-

matic, and this impulse finds its clearest expres-

sion in the CCF-NDP, whose series is dominated

not by short-term flux but by gradual growth.

in BC; and the Cooperative Commonwealth Fed-

eration (CCF), with special strength in BC,

Saskatchewan, and Manitoba.

In this period, then, Canada harboured two

geographically segregated party systems. In the

East, the two old parties prevailed, only weakly

challenged by insurgents. In Quebec the Conserv-

atives were terminally weak, but were comple-

mented less by third-party activity than by hege-

monic Liberal strength.40 In the West, third parties

were strong, in some places the prevailing force.

Between the 1950s and the 1960s the Conserva-

tive Party gained considerable ground, less by aug-

menting its vote than by increasing its geographic

efficiency. Where the party’s average vote share

moved up only 4 points, to 34 percent, its average

seat share doubled, to 38 percent. The modesty of

the net vote gain reflects the offsetting of massive

gains in medium-sized provinces by modest losses

in large provinces, as indicated by Figure 6A. Where

before the Conservatives thrice squandered 30 per-

cent of the Quebec vote on virtually no seats, now

they wasted fewer votes.41 Their decline in Ontario

left them weak in the province, but their seat posi-

tion there was already weak. In the West, con-

versely, they moved up dramatically, such that they

tended to win outright majorities in Alberta and

solid pluralities in Saskatchewan and Manitoba.

The figure understates how well the party did in BC.

Where in the 1960s the party reverted to its abject

shares of the earlier system, in the 1970s it marched

toward a plurality position, comparable to those in

Saskatchewan and Manitoba. The party initially

moved up in the Atlantic provinces, then fell back.

In the 1962-80 elections, then, the Conservatives

were a party initially of all outlying regions and

then quite distinctively a party of the West.

As the Tories became more a party of the West,

the West became less distinctively the home of

third parties, as indicated by Figure 6B. In every

Western province the third-party total fell, while

third-party voting became a fact of life elsewhere.
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outright seat majority, then, the obvious move

was to invade Quebec, and this they did in 1984.

Their 1980-84 transition looked simple: under

the leadership of Brian Mulroney, they just added

Quebec to the pre-existing coalition. Figure 8A

indicates that almost all their gain over the 1962-

80 system came in Quebec.42 This gave them a

smashing victory in 1984 and helped ensure that

their 1988 majority was still comfortable. About

half the Quebec gain came at the expense of the

Liberal party. 

The other half came from Social Credit. Figure

8B records that the third-party total in Quebec

dropped by half, and this drop in turn is about half

the total Conservative gain. After 1984, Quebec

exhibited one of the weakest third-party shares,

and most of this accrued to the NDP. The disap-

pearance of Social Credit in Quebec completed the

“domestication” of third parties. Figure 7 indicates

that 1984 brought the smallest non-CCF/NDP

component ever in total third-party voting. The

1988 pattern was essentially the same, although

the slight widening of the NDP/“total” gap in that

year was a warning sign: it reflects Reform’s first

candidacies in Alberta.

Between the second and third party systems,

short-term flux lost importance generally,

although it did not disappear. Third-party activ-

ity increasingly came to mean NDP activity.

Although the total third-party vote, and thus the

non-NDP vote, surged in 1962, this did not signal

a classic Western insurgency. Rather, it was the

appearance of Social Credit in Quebec. Even this

surge only temporarily delayed the NDP’s rise to

monopoly of the third force. 

Second Move: Conservatives to Quebec
The 1962-80 Conservative pattern — strong and

growing in the West, consolidation elsewhere

except Quebec — left the party powerful in oppo-

sition but still infeasible as a party of government.

After 1962, they never won more than 36 percent

of the total vote, and only twice, more than 40 per-

cent of the seats. Their high point is telling. In

1979, on 36 percent of the vote they received 48

percent of seats, a remarkable showing for so mod-

est a vote. But they won hardly any seats in Que-

bec and were lucky to win as many as they did out-

side that province. 

As argued above, seats in Quebec tend to be

available en bloc. For the Conservatives to win an
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The Special Place of the CCF and NDP
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nable as a party of government. Most critical is

that they were no longer the only imaginable party

of government. Even the “third” party, the NDP,

could at least dream of power (and actually expe-

rience it in certain provinces). Its typical share by

the 1980s was close to two-thirds the share

returned by the next larger party. The NDP may

have been perched on the brink of the inner cir-

cle. To the older parties, especially the Liberals,

this might be an upsetting fact, an indication that

their hegemony was still incomplete. But the NDP

threatened neither a strictly partisan conception

of politics nor the Westminster system. And in

many ways, the NDP was already in the inner cir-

cle, whether of parliamentary procedure, of media

access, or of finance.

The 1988-93 Transition
The resilience must have been more apparent

than real, as the system collapsed in 1993. What

voters did to bring the collapse about is shown in

Table 3, which depicts the flow of voting and non-

voting between 1988 and 1993.44 Rows denote

behaviour in 1988 and columns, behaviour in

1993 .  “Behaviour ”  inc ludes  non -vo t ing

(“Abstain”), being too young in 1988 but coming

of age by 1993 (the row labelled “Entering”), and

dying between 1988 and 1993 (the column labelled

“Leaving”). Percentages sum to 100 across rows,

that is, within 1988 groups. Take, for example, the

top left cell, which indicates that of 1988 Conser-

vative voters, 23.1 percent stayed with the Conser-

vatives. The next cell along indicates that 19.2 per-

cent of 1988 Tories shifted to the Liberals. On the

1988 “Abstain” row, the largest concentration of

1993 partisans, 19.4 percent, lies in the Liberal col-

umn, and among 1988 abstainers a Liberal vote

was nearly three times as likely in 1993 as any

other vote. But most likely of all, at 53.9 percent,

was to abstain again. And so on. Note finally that

percentages also appear along the bottom and

Of course, the Conservative move into Quebec

was not as simple as all that. The Tories exploited

Quebec’s province-focused nationalism, which,

for all its growth and prominence in provincial

politics, was blocked in federal politics. The Lib-

erals had been mobilized to fight that nationalism

even as they asserted another, rights-based version

of the francophone project. By their openness to

Quebec nationalism, the Tories, perhaps inadver-

tently, expanded the agenda of federal politics.43

In one sense, the 1984 and 1988 elections indi-

cate the resilience of Canada’s old parties. The

very oldest, the Liberals and the Conservatives,

continued to dominate the system. Indeed, they

appeared to have restored much of the system’s

pre-1921 competitive balance. Although they

could not banish third-party voting, both of them

were competitive for national office. If the Liber-

Figure 8
Geographic “Rotation“ —
End of Third System
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ers are old political hands, willing to turn out in

provincial politics where sovereignty has been a vot-

ing option since the 1960s but unable to assert the

option in federal politics until this year.48

This interpretation is reinforced by two other

pieces in the puzzle, voters inscribed for 1988 as

New Democrats or as “others.” About five percent

of 1988 New Democrats defected to the Bloc. As

relatively few 1988 New Democrats lived in Que-

bec and thus were even eligible to shift to the

Bloc, this statistic suggests that virtually the

entire 1988 Quebec NDP vote switched to the

Bloc. Similarly, two-thirds of 1988 “other” voters

shifted to the Bloc. “Other” party voters were not

numerous, of course, but most were in Quebec,

and most supported the Parti Rhinocéros. The

near-unanimity of this defection strongly

implies that both the Rhinos and the Quebec NDP

were parking spots for sovereignists. 

Among the two big, old parties only the Con-

servative party was a truly significant source of

Bloc support. A 1988 Tory was over four times as

likely as a Liberal to vote Bloc, such that former

right margins. The right, or row, margin gives the

distribution across all alternatives for 1988. The

bottom, or column, margin does the same for

1993. Including percentages for non-voting cate-

gories makes party shares seem smaller than we

are accustomed to.45

Start with the party that commonly gets lost in

discussion of 1993, the Bloc. The Bloc conjoins two

rather different electoral streams. One is sover-

eignist and this stream flows mainly from outside

the federal party system entirely. The other is dis-

gruntled Tories, some of whom, presumably, are

also sovereignist. 

Of newly eligible voters, over 16 percent sup-

ported the Bloc, almost twice the Bloc share in the

full electorate. Of voters eligible in 1988 but who

abstained that year, almost seven percent chose the

Bloc, the only party that attracted such voters at

almost the same rate as in the whole electorate.46

Together, these new voters constitute over 40 percent

of all Bloc supporters.47 We must suppose, however,

that much of this mobilization is to federal elections

rather than to elections as such. Many new Bloc vot-
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1988 1993

PC Lib NDP Reform Bloc Other Abstain Leaving

PC 23.1 19.2 1.4 22.1 10.7 1.8 12.5 7.1 28.1

Lib 6.2 57.4 1.0 9.1 2.4 1.0 13.9 9.1 20.9

NDP 3.8 22.6 24.1 11.3 5.3 6.8 19.5 6.0 13.3

Reform 0.0 0.0 0.0 71.4 0.0 0.0 14.3 7.1 1.4

Bloc 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Other 0.0 11.8 2.9 3.5 68.2 2.9 7.1 0.1 1.7

Abstain 7.4 19.4 2.3 6.9 6.9 1.8 53.9 2.8 21.7

Entering 8.5 29.2 3.1 5.4 16.2 3.1 36.9 -.- 13.0

11.0 28.5 4.8 12.9 8.8 2.5 25.8 5.5 100.1

Table 3
1988-93 Turnover

Note: Percentages sum to 100 across rows.
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kind of 1988 partisan was. Reformers, thus, are

mainly former Conservatives.50

As the Tory vote shattered, the old system

shrank. The same is true on a smaller scale for the

NDP vote. But a counter-trend also burns through

Table 3. Some of the fragmentation of the old Tory

and NDP vote contributed to consolidation of the

old system’s remains. A 1988 Tory was almost as

likely to switch to the Liberals as to Reform, and

twice as likely to go Liberal as to go Bloc.51 For 1988

New Democrats the Liberals were by far the biggest

draw, such that almost as many voted Liberal as

stayed with the NDP.52 That so many Liberals are

former Conservatives and New Democrats must be

kept in mind when discussion turns, below, to the

future of the system.

Fragmentation, Consolidation, and Policy
From Table 3 it should be obvious why the

“United Alternative” has so much strategic appeal

on the political right. As most Reformers are for-

mer Tories, it seems natural to patch up the quar-

rel. But Table 1 gives one hint of the barriers to

this. Notwithstanding old affinities, present-day

Reformers dislike the Conservative party

intensely, even more than they do the Liberals.

The Conservative-Liberal disliking gap may have

narrowed between 1993 and 1997, but the Reform-

Conservative gap did not. And the feeling is

mutual. Conservative voters found Reform much

less acceptable than they did the Liberals, and

between 1993 and 1997 the gap only widened. In

1997, Tories even preferred the NDP to Reform.

This is not a landscape that favours consolidation.

Figure 9 stylizes the policy differences that

underpin this enmity. The figure is based on ques-

tions in the 1988 and 1997 Canadian Election Stud-

ies that ask respondents first what they see as ideal

policy in a domain, and then where they think

each party stands. For example, respondents were

asked how much they thought should be done for

Quebec, with alternatives ranging from “much

Conservatives supplied over one-third of the total

Bloc vote. This exchange was strictly one way, of

course. Had these voters stayed with the Conserv-

ative party, the Tory share would have been about

three points larger in Table 3’s accounting, or over

20 percent among active voters, rather than the 16

percent the party actually received.

Now to Reform. If the party did make net gains

from demographic turnover and from exchange

with abstention, as a new party it could hardly do

otherwise. But just over five percent of newly eli-

gible voters supported Reform, a much smaller

share than Reform’s share in the full electorate.

About seven percent of 1988 abstainers voted

Reform, also under the whole-electorate share.

Altogether, new voters accounted for only about

one-sixth the Reform total.

The prime source of Reform support was the

Conservative party. A Conservative was twice as

likely as any other 1988 partisan to move to

Reform. In part, this reflects the fact that 1988 Con-

servatives were highly likely to defect, somewhere,

anywhere. But 1988 New Democrats were even

more likely to leave their party, yet their rate of

movement to Reform in particular was nowhere

near as great. It might seem significant that New

Democrats were slightly more likely than Liberals

to go to Reform, but this truly is an artifact. The

critical thing is that New Democrats, like Tories,

were very likely to defect. Among defectors, for-

mer New Democrats were the least likely to vote

Reform: 14 percent of defecting New Democrats

went to the new party, as compared with 20 per-

cent from the Liberals and 30 percent from the

Conservatives.49 Ideological proximity was clearly

the dominant fact, then, and proximity — more

properly, distance — kept the overwhelming

majority of New Democrats out of the Reform

camp. This is all the more striking in light of the

fact that NDP voters, disproportionately concen-

trated in the west, were more likely to encounter

viable Reform candidates than almost any other
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A, regional differences outside Quebec are glossed

over. Instead respondents in and out of Quebec are

distinguished by party, the better to dramatize the

old system’s incoherence and, thus, its explosive

potential. In Panel B, respondents are distin-

guished not by party, but more finely by region to

make a point about Reform, in particular.

For 1988, the horizontal axis captures a central

fact of the history that produced that decade’s

party system: on Quebec, all three old parties

adopted essentially the same position. This is how

respondents saw the parties, and this is how the

parties actually behaved, notably as all three

endorsed the Meech Lake Accord. Given that the

more” to “much less.” They then were asked how

much each party wants to do, with the same

response alternatives. Response to the Quebec

questions defines the horizontal axis in each

panel.53 The vertical axis captures each year’s cen-

tral economic issue. For 1988, this is the closeness

of Canada-US ties, prompted by the Canada-US

Free Trade Agreement. In 1997, the issue is taxing

and spending, welfare-state spending in particular.

Points on the graph indicate average positions for

respondents in each region (squares) and for their

perceptions of parties (crosses), simultaneously

on both dimensions. The panels differ subtly, so

that each can bring out a different point. In Panel

Figure 9
Voters, Parties and Policy
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tence, tying down close to half the Quebec elec-

torate, narrows the field for pan-Canadian coali-

tion building. Reform, of course, anchors the other

pole on the Quebec dimension, as it also does for

the spending dimension. On the Quebec issue,

Reform in 1997 sits right where the typical Tory

outside Quebec sat in 1988. On the same issue,

Reform in 1997 may also be closer to the typical

1988 New Democrat than the NDP itself was that

year.56 Indeed, Reform seems ideally located with

respect to all respondents outside Quebec in 1997.

On the horizontal dimension of Panel B, Reform

is right in the thick of the various regions, with

only the NDP as a serious rival.

But concentration on the Quebec issue mis-

states a key part of Reform’s appeal. Panel B makes

clear that the West, Reform’s geographic base, is

not peculiarly impatient with Quebec. British

Columbia is indistinguishable from Ontario, as

only the limitations of graphical presentation

force the two apart. The Prairie provinces are the

polar region, to be sure, but among the Prairie

provinces, Alberta is not the polar one; rather it is

the most like BC. Yet Alberta and BC are the heart-

land of Reform. Although within each province

(Ontario no less than the West), Reform support-

ers are clearly distinct from Liberals and Tories,

Western voters with a given orientation to Quebec

are much more likely to vote Reform than a voter

in Ontario, not to mention in Atlantic Canada,

with the same orientation. Part of Reform’s

appeal, we must conclude, is almost purely sec-

tional. To many voters its appeal is as the party of

the West, the West that “wants in.”57

This is another way in which Reform is — or

rather, was — the Bloc’s mirror image. Whether or

not the Bloc is irrevocably committed to full sov-

ereignty for Quebec, its mere existence represents

a repudiation of pan-Canadian schemes of lin-

guistic accommodation. Quebec’s peculiar claim

may still be as the francophone heartland, but the

fact now remains that what once may have been

Accord had the express purpose of making an ear-

lier constitutional settlement acceptable to Que-

bec, it makes sense that respondents saw all three

parties as leaning mildly toward that province.54

For the Conservatives, commitment to the Accord

was the final step in the process captured by Fig-

ures 6 and 8. Roughly the same was true of the NDP,

for whom a credible commitment to Quebec was

essential to breaking into the inner circle. But this

consensus left the system ripe for invasion, with

Reform already on the horizon.

Most vulnerable to invasion was the Conserva-

tive party, for the horizontal distance between the

party and its own supporters could hardly have

been greater. Figure 9 reflects the peculiar inco-

herence of the electoral coalition assembled by

Brian Mulroney in 1984. But then, all parties con-

tained some of this incoherence. Certainly, the

NDP was almost as vulnerable as the Conservatives

were. The Liberals too were divided along this line,

although the distance between its camps was rela-

tively small.

But the 1988 election did not turn on the Que-

bec-Canada dimension. Reform might have

primed the issue but the party was still very new

and, in any case, gaps among the old parties were

huge on the other, unquestionably important

issue, Canada-US relations. Party by party, Quebec

and non-Quebec supporters were almost indistin-

guishable, and for the Conservatives and NDP,

closely coincident with their own party’s position.

By staking out this pole, the Conservative Party

made the cost of right-wing defection prohibitive.

The NDP might have done the same but for the

ability of John Turner’s Liberals to close on them.55

For the parties as a system, the centrality of free

trade arguably delayed a reckoning.

The reckoning arrived in 1993. The Bloc’s emer-

gence on the far pro-Quebec side of the spectrum

is, obviously, a critical part of the story. It burst

onto the scene precisely as a reflection of the col-

lapse of the Meech Lake Accord. Its mere exis-
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renovating the rest of the federal party system.

Quebec fugitives from the Conservative party

were not attracted to that party in the first place

by its economic ideology. Nor are they likely to

be attracted by a decentralist conception of the

federation that does not also involve recognition

of Quebec’s special place. Right off the top, then,

a consolidation strategy bearing the earmarks of

Reform must write off a significant fraction of

the original Conservative base.

That said, Reform’s base is one obvious place to

start rebuilding the Right. Reform’s great strength

was its geographic focus, and this bastion yields a

significant parliamentary presence. At the same

time, Preston Manning’s bold move to dissolve

Reform into the Alliance recognizes that Reform’s

weakness is the flip side of its strength: it is seen

as too regional. Unfortunately, in attempting to

dissolve his own party and yet lead the new, more

inclusive one, Mr Manning turns the lesson of his-

tory upside down. History shows that parties have

effected dramatic interregional moves. Figures 6

and 8 document two in the Conservative party’s

recent history. A third example also stands out

from the historical record, the move by the Liberal

party into Quebec in the late 19th century. Each

move involved an existing party dramatically rais-

ing its credibility in a region of erstwhile weak-

ness by choosing a new leader from the target

region, Laurier in 1887, Diefenbaker in 1956, and

Mulroney in 1983. This is precisely the opposite

action to Mr Manning’s.

If not Preston Manning, then who? It should be

someone quite unlike Preston Manning, prefer-

ably from outside the West. As a distinctive feature

of Reform was its hyper-concentration on the per-

son of the leader, to the exclusion even of rivalries

from provincial wings, it cannot realistically be

someone else from the former Reform party. An

obvious place to look is the Conservative party,

possibly a provincial wing. The person would have

to be a Conservative willing to gamble on leaving

linguistic demands are now couched in the rheto-

ric of jurisdiction and place. And if the Bloc is the

party of one region, Reform, in the minds of many

of its supporters, was the party of another region.

For some Reform supporters, this may have been

the essential thing.

Where Do We Go From Here?

W ithin the existing rules of the game,

we need to consider two paths for

the system’s further evolution. One

is consolidation of the Right, the objective of

Reform’s self-immolation earlier this year and

Phoenix-like reemergence as the Alliance. We

should not dismiss the possibility that pursuit of

this alternative might only fragment the Right even

more. The other path concerns the Left. As the pop-

ular vote on this side of the spectrum coalesced only

in the 1990s, it is reasonable to ask if this consoli-

dation can be maintained. If the system cannot

move back toward effective two-party politics, the

precondition for the distinctive virtues of the FPP

electoral formula, then the question of structural

reform is squarely on the table.

Consolidation of the Right?
The explosion of the Conservative party’s elec-

toral coalition did not alter the geographic logic

that preoccupied Tory strategists into the 1980s.

Figure 9 makes clear that such a strategy does not

require abandonment of basic conservative eco-

nomic principles. On some economic questions,

indeed, a non-centrist strategy is still probably the

winning one. 

The problem is that economic ideology was

not the only thing, not even the most important

thing, driving the votes of the Conservative

party’s erstwhile base. Bear in mind, first, that

some of the old Tory coalition fell to earth as the

Bloc. Sovereignists mobilized into federal poli-

tics by the Bloc probably have little interest in
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each with a geographic bastion. Quebec Tories

mimic the party’s strategic predicament for the

country as a whole: appeal that is wide but not

deep. Deepening the appeal might require a quite

full-blooded nationalist position on Quebec-

Canada relations. Such an appeal is unlikely to

wash outside Quebec, however, precisely as so

many former non-Quebec Tories who all along

repudiated national-unity politics still have a

party close to them on this issue .

And neither a Quebec-focussed appeal nor an

artfully pan-regional one is likely to attract those

westerners for whom Reform’s peculiar appeal

was sectional. This is bound to be a problem for

the Alliance. To an important degree, Reform was

latter-day Social Credit, and a post-Reform rump

born in reaction to the Alliance, need not govern

to survive. Social Credit was never more than an

Alberta, later Alberta-plus-interior-BC, party, yet

it was stronger as a parliamentary presence than

the CCF right down to 1958. This testifies to a

logic that could sustain a post-Reform rump. If

Social Credit, or the CCF/NDP for that matter,

could think of themselves as affecting policy by

their mere presence, why could a Reform sur-

vivor not do the same? Social Credit did disap-

pear, of course, but the reasons are telling.

Although its former supporters were absorbed

into the regionally inclusive Conservative party,

it is not obvious that they joined because the Con-

servative party was regionally inclusive. Rather

they joined a party that, in the person of John

Diefenbaker, crafted a self-consciously western

appeal, and the final collapse of western Social

Credit into the larger party occurred after the

Tories lost power. That John Diefenbaker

bequeathed his successors a party poised closer

to the brink of power than it had been for years

may have made its western supporters feel good

about that party. But the final compromises nec-

essary actually to deliver power were too readily

portrayed as a betrayal.

the ancestral party, at least until it is so beaten

down that its remains seek union on post-Reform

terms. This logic precisely underpinned the can-

didacy of Tom Long from Ontario. But for the

analogy to be complete, Westerners would have to

have been critical and visible in choosing the non-

Westerner. Mere capture of the formerly Western

party by outside forces would defeat the point. As

it turns out, Stockwell Day’s leadership victory has

foreclosed this scenario.

The Conservative party faces a subtly different

imperative than does Reform. Although the Con-

servatives do need to diversify the geography of

their appeal, their appeal is already quite diverse,

and this fact remains the Tories’ great strategic

promise. To realise the promise, they need not so

much to widen the appeal as deepen it. But what

does this mean? It might mean a more full-

blooded economic and fiscal conservatism, the

sort telegraphed by Jean Charest at the start of the

1997 campaign, then seemingly abandoned.

But such appeals might alienate one of the key

potential pillars of a renewed Conservative party,

soft nationalists in Quebec, whose presence in the

Tory caucus, 1984-93, pulled it to the left. This

potential cannot be written off lightly. We have

noted already that had the Conservative party

been able to hold these voters in 1993, it would

probably have outpolled Reform. Few seats would

accrue, but the votes would still be important in

the field of moral claims. No less important, these

votes, even as potential, figure in the larger credi-

bility game. Quebec may not be the pivot for gov-

ernment that it once was, but its seats remain crit-

ical. Weak though they are, the Conservatives still

are the only party other than the Liberals with

“binational” potential. This must be part of why,

according to Table 1, the Tories are most Liberals’

second choice. Of course, many of those Liberals

were Tories.

Inside Quebec, though, the Tories are boxed in

between hard federalists and hard sovereignists,
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sity. If, as I suspect, union of the Right is next to

impossible, then union of the Left is not so man-

ifestly necessary. 

As always, much depends on geography. If frag-

mentation mainly transfers seats from the Liber-

als to the NDP, then Liberal majority governments

will simply give way to Liberal minority ones.

There is no reason to think that coalition govern-

ment will become the norm, as the Westminster

system perfectly embodies a logic that makes all

players prefer single-party minorities to multi-

party majorities.58 Each party can reasonably

hope that the next election will decisively improve

its fortunes; that is the promise embodied in Table

2. At the same time, leaders who know their elec-

toral history — littered with the wreckage of par-

ties that entered formal coalitions — rightly fear

too close an entanglement with other parties. If

minority government becomes the norm, the Lib-

erals need not be utterly dependent on the NDP

for a working majority. So long as the opposition

remains fragmented, a Liberal government will

usually be able to choose its allies issue by issue.

The geography of fragmentation will not nec-

essarily be so favourable. Far from boosting NDP

numbers, fragmentation of the left vote may only

convey seats to the Right, especially if the Right

succeeds in consolidating its own vote. But then,

the more credible the threat of a united Right, the

more united the Left is likely to remain. In a sense,

the Left has a luxury the Right does not. The Left

does seem more coherent than the Right, in that

the landscape spanned by the Liberals and NDP

admits continuous, fine-grained distinctions.

Boundaries on the dimension can move according

to circumstances. NDP supporters remain, as

Mackenzie King described their CCF predecessors,

“Liberals in a hurry.”

More generally, the Canadian system seems to

have reached a point where only the Liberals are

truly feasible as a single-party government. The

historical record suggests that that has been true

In sum, the landscape on the Right seems

fraught with incompatibilities. A strategy to

deepen the Tories’ appeal in Quebec may founder

in that province even as it alienates still more vot-

ers elsewhere. The Alliance’s broadening out from

the Reform base still has no resonance in Quebec

and yet risks undermining whatever the Alliance

inherits of Reform’s specifically sectional appeal.

The sectionalism of the Bloc and Reform should

remind us that the landscape in question, the for-

mer Tory vote, is not just something that can be

summed up as the “Right,” differentiated only by

gradations of conservatism. Meanwhile, con-

tenders for the turf seem likely to carry on like

chain stores or gasoline companies engaging in

“price wars,” except in this case the local chains

may have surprisingly deep pockets.

Fragmentation of the Left?
As Table 3 shows, a significant fraction of the old

NDP base enlisted in Liberal ranks. Why this hap-

pens remains to be analysed. Some of the story

probably involves the discrediting of NDP claims to

ideological distinctiveness by the bitter experience

of power in the recession- and deficit-ridden early

1990s. Some probably was strategic, motivated by a

desire to smite the Tories. The two motives were

probably complementary. But in each motive lie

the seeds of possible deconsolidation.

If the point of consolidation was to gain power

for a broadly acceptable centre-left formation,

just how far left the Liberals lean should matter

to their supporters on the NDP flank. Indeed, the

1997 election was a warning signal from this very

place. In 1993, such signalling would have

seemed an undisciplined self-indulgence, given

the need to drive the Conservatives from power.

Is it now necessary to consolidate to keep them,

or some other incarnation of the Right, from

power? To the extent that Stockwell Day or some-

one else succeeds in uniting the Right, the Lib-

erals can still stake a claim from strategic neces-
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Structural Reform?
A Liberal government, even a minority one,

indefinitely in power is an unhealthy prospect in

a democracy. Given that the Liberals are broadly

acceptable to many voters — at least as a second

choice — we are unlikely to see riots in the streets

soon. Passion may still erupt on the left and right

of the system, as with Reform in 1993. But the gov-

ernment can probably absorb most initiatives in

the realm of policy, where those initiatives have

real backing or where they are connected to

shoring up the margins of the Liberal coalition. In

this sense, Reform has already had an impact in

the palpable rightward shift of the whole spectrum

in 1993. The 1997 election, aided by the end of

deficit politics, nudged the government, if not the

whole system, leftward. 

But the lowering of the stakes and the infeasi-

bility of alternatives, opposite sides of the same

coin, may be a key reason for the apparent with-

drawal from electoral politics signaled in Figure

4.61 As symptom or as the thing itself, demobiliza-

tion of a significant fraction of the electorate

should not be passed over lightly. Under the exist-

ing structure, the prospect for renewal in partici-

pation and enthusiasm seems as remote as the

prospect for party alternation in power. 

But that is the point. If for most groups, indirect

impact on policy is better than nothing, actually

holding office is still critical. If office did not mat-

ter, no party would form a government as a minor-

ity. If office matters, offices should circulate, and

circulation is a missing element in party politics

at the millennium. We may finally have reached

the point where structural reform can no longer

be staved off. If the content of these reforms is the

subject for other papers, two things are strongly

implied by the analysis in this one. First, proposed

changes should promote circulation of parties

through office, not necessarily as single-party

governments. The weakness of the existing sys-

tem, manifest long before the 1990s, was its pecu-

for decades, perhaps since 1896. This makes

Brian Mulroney’s feat of winning two majority

victories and governing as if he meant it all the

more stunning. But it was an act of hubris, and

the punishment in the end was correspondingly

brutal. To say that only the Liberals are feasible

is not to say that a majority of Canadians always

feels disfranchised. In fact, the Liberals exem-

plify the “Condorcet winner,” the option that

defeats all comers in straight fights. Table 1

makes clear that the Liberals are the near-uni-

versal second choice, where they are not the first

choice. If each alternative takes the Liberals on

alone, it is bound to lose. In this sense, Liberal

victories are not accidents of the electoral sys-

tem. The system has distorting effects, but it does

not as a rule yield the “wrong” winner.59

This fact about the Liberals also helps explain the

fragmentation of the rest of the party system. For

Canadian voters, unlike opposition party elites, the

stakes in elections may have gone down. The rest of

the system is not so fragmented that only Liberal

candidates can win. But the fact that the Liberals are

now the only party that can win means that most of

the time the government will be broadly acceptable.

Greater opposition vote fractionalization is now

also acceptable, so long as its geography permits

some translation of opposition votes into seats. The

Liberals now stand revealed more starkly as what

they probably were all along, Canada’s equivalent

of India’s Congress Party, at least the Congress of the

first 40 years after Indian independence.60

Parties like this can be defeated only by ends-

against-the-middle strategies. Such strategies are

intrinsically hard to carry off and so are rare.

When they succeed, the resulting governments are

unstable or their electoral bases, unsustainable.

This explains the longevity of Liberal govern-

ments and the chequered aftermath of the occa-

sional Tory bout in power. Now such bouts seem

even more remote. 
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liar manner of circulation: none for extended

periods, then powerful retribution on the usual

governing party, the Liberals, retribution which in

the long run only made things worse for the short-

run beneficiary, the Conservative party. The sys-

tem should probably be a more sensitive register

of opinion change even as it reduces the likelihood

of cataclysm. All this is to say that the system prob-

ably must become more proportional. How it does

so is the second implication of this paper. Most of

the time, the parliamentary parties will have no

obvious stake in structural reform. Incumbents

are usually, by definition, beneficiaries of the

existing rules. Proposals for reform thus must be

opportunistic. Some of this may be in timing, in

searching for moments when some parties

already enjoying footholds can move up under

new rules. We can imagine, for example, an ends-

against-the-middle strategy in electoral reform,

where parties that can improve under new rules

extract electoral reform as the price of supporting

a minority government. Or vote-seat translations

under FPP may become just too unpredictable

even for Canada’s historically risk-acceptant par-

ties.62 Sometimes the old game can be sustained no

longer, and the only way for old players to survive

is to change the game. 
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12 Estimation is by ordinary least squares regression (OLS).
The standard error of the slope is 0.005 and the adjusted
R2 = 0.92.

13 The best treatment of these propositions is Gary W. Cox,
Making Votes Count: Strategic Coordination in the World’s
Electoral Systems (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1997). See especially Part II (“Strategic Voting”) and
Part III (“Strategic Entry”).

14 The exception, which may only prove the second-system
rule, was the period just before 1945. Poll evidence and
provincial results between 1943 and 1945 frightened the
government and stimulated considerable policy innova-
tion, and its 1945 vote was weak. But much of what ulti-
mately happened electorally was only further fragmenta-
tion of the opposition. 

15 For quantitative estimates of the difference, see Lijphart,
Electoral Systems and Party Systems.

16 Johnston, “Business Cycles,” compares governments’
inter-election popularity, as indicated by the Gallup poll
for the 1974-98 period, and argues that the fragmentation
of opposition in 1993 changed the basic dynamics of pop-
ularity to the government’s apparent advantage.

17 See the discussion in Richard Johnston, Public Opinion
and Public Policy: Questions of Confidence (Toronto: Uni-
versity of Toronto Press, 1986), chap. two, and in Richard
Johnston, “Canada” in Byron E. Shafer (ed.), Postwar Pol-
itics in the G-7 (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press,
1996). 

18 The data for Figure 5 come from the International Institute
for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA) website on
“Globa l  Voter  Turnout ”  (ht tp ://www. in t -
idea.se/Voter_turnout/index.html). As the website has only
preliminary figures for 1997, these have been corrected
from the computer file version of Chief Electoral Officer
for Canada, Thirty-Sixth General Election 1997: Official Vot-
ing Results, Table 3.

19 The absolute number ostensibly registered grew between
1988 and 1993 by almost exactly the same value as the growth
in the estimated voting age population. This implies that
every newly eligible voter was registered, or the arithmetic
equivalent thereof. If we discount the 1993 registration fig-
ure by the average pre-1993 ratio of registration to eligibility,
turnout for 1993 creeps up just over 70 percent.

20 A significant decline registers even before the 1990s, but
this seems to be an artifact of the 1949 and 1953 elections,
in which registration was strikingly high. With those two
elections removed from the series, no 1945-93 downtrend
in the ratio of registered to age-eligible voters appears.

21 If the drop is administratively driven, this could reflect
either teething difficulties in the transition or a more
basic flaw in the logic of the new system. That the change
does reflect administrative practice rather than outside
demographic forces is not, in any case, in contention here.
My concern is simply to flag the issue.

22 Data for other countries comes from the IDEA website. See
above, note 18.

23 The most recent statement and a useful source of refer-
ences to his earlier work and to its major critiques is
Ronald Inglehart, Modernization and Postmodernization:
Cultural, Economic, and Political Change in 43 Societies
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997).

* This paper could not have been written without the support,
direct and indirect, of Canadian Election Studies investiga-
tors from 1988 to 1997, André Blais, Henry E. Brady, Elisa-
beth Gidengil, Richard Nadeau, and Neil Nevitte. They share
in the genesis of many thoughts represented in this paper
as my own. I am also grateful for earlier comments by Lisa
Young, Stephen Harper, and Paul Howe. In the end, I am
responsible for all errors of fact and interpretation, not to
mention offences against the English language.

1 Since this paper focuses mainly on the past, references are
usually to Reform.

2 A detailed justification of the specific periods to 1984 can
be found in Richard Johnston, André Blais, Henry E.
Brady and Jean Crête, Letting the People Decide: Dynamics
of a Canadian Election (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s Univer-
sity Press, 1992), chap. two. 

3 The two minority governments with smaller bases were
formed in 1962 (Diefenbaker) and 1979 (Clark).

4 Outright: Ontario (101 seats), Quebec (26), Manitoba (6),
and British Columbia (6 in 1997, now 7); almost: New-
foundland and Prince Edward Island (4 each).

5 For the first identification of the honeymoon, see Richard
Nadeau, “L’effet lune de miel dans une contexte parlemen-
taire: le cas canadien,” Revue canadienne de science poli-
tique, Vol. 23, no. 3 (September 1990), pp. 483-97. For a more
general analysis of government popularity, with evidence
from the 1970s to the 1990s, see Richard Johnston, “Busi-
ness Cycles, Political Cycles, and the Popularity of Cana-
dian Government, 1974-1998,” Canadian Journal of Political
Science, Vol. 32, no. 3 (September 1999), pp. 499-520.

6 The 1917 election appears to the naked eye as the last of
the old two-party elections, but it is equally well viewed as
foreshadowing the fragmentation to come. The very for-
mation of the Unionist coalition and the split in Liberal
ranks  reflected the inability of Liberals and Conservatives
to contain all the divisions of Canadian life.

7 Figures 1 and 3 take a small liberty with the historical
record by treating Reform as the opposition in 1993 as well
as in 1997. Reform enjoyed the second largest vote share
throughout this period and all along has been the most seri-
ous alternative to the Liberals as a party of government. 

8 So much so that, even though 1945 gave the Conservatives
their smallest vote share for the whole 1935-57 period, it
also gave them their largest seat share.

9 The index used here was first proposed in Michael Gal-
lagher, “Proportionality, Disproportionality and Electoral
Systems,” Electoral Studies, Vol. 10, no. 1 (March 1991), pp.
33-51. Arend Lijphart, Electoral Systems and Party Systems:
A Study of Twenty-Seven Democracies, 1945-1990 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1994), chap. 3, argues convinc-
ingly that this is the best overall indicator of dispropor-
tionality. Lijphart refers to this index as “Lsq.” 

10 New Zealand no longer uses FPP, so that comparison is
now of strictly historical interest. For evidence on the FPP
systems as well as many Proportional Representation
ones, see Lijphart, Electoral Systems and Party Systems,
Appendix B. 

11 The measure was first proposed in Markku Laakso and
Rein Taagepera, “‘Effective’ Number of Parties: A Measure
with Application to West Europe,” Comparative Political
Studies, Vol. 12, no. 1 (April 1979), pp. 3-27.
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1921-1965,” Canadian Journal of Political Science, Vol. 1, no.
1 (March 1968), pp. 55-80. On the logic over the full range
see Richard Johnston and Janet Ballantyne, “Geography
and the Electoral System,” Canadian Journal of Political Sci-
ence, Vol. 10, no. 4 (December 1977), pp. 857-66). Both arti-
cles illustrate arguments first made in Seymour Martin
Lipset, “Party Systems and the Representation of Social
Groups,” Archives européenes de sociologie/ European Jour-
nal of Sociology, Vol. 1, no. 1 (1960), pp. 50-85.

33 The system unquestionably has another unfortunate geo-
graphic effect: it exaggerates regional differences in
strength, making a party look stronger where it is strong
and weaker where it is weak. See Cairns, “The Electoral
System and the Party System.”

34 The tilt to the Liberals reflects their stranglehold on non-
francophone seats. Note that Figure 5 masks some of the
party-specific variation just described, as the figure
focuses on the government share, regardless of the party.
So the massive swing from Liberal to Conservative in 1984,
for example, instead appears as continuity, with Quebec’s
share of government seats dropping slightly.

35 On this see David Sankoff and Koula Mellos, “La régio-
nalisation électorale et l’amplification des proportions,”
Revue canadienne de science politique, Vol. 6, no. 3 (Sep-
tember 1972), pp. 380-99, who compare Quebec provincial
elections with Ontario ones as well as with Canadian,
British, New Zealand, and US ones. See especially Tableau
II, “Propriété des distributions des comtés.”

36 From 1935-88, the median number of Quebec seats won
by the government was 58 and the median number of seats
required for a majority was 134, hence a majority winner
typically needed about 76 seats from other regions.

37 Charles Boix, “Setting the Rules of the Game: The Choice
of Electoral Systems in Advanced Democracies,” American
Political Science Review, Vol. 93 no. 3 (September 1999), pp.
609-24, argues that because of their primary concentra-
tion in Quebec, Canadian francophones are one of the few
ethnic minorities in the world that is better off under FPP
than under PR.

38 The westward shift should not be exaggerated. Recent
change is still dwarfed by that from 1896 to 1911, which in
effect called the West into existence as a political region.
By 1911 Saskatchewan was the third largest province, a
position it held until the 1951 census. Much of the post-
war change has been redistribution within the region, and
the West’s overall share actually shrank from the 1930s to
the 1970s. Only since the 1970s has the region’s overall
share grown.

39 This overstates the true Conservative seat position, as it
includes the artifactually high 27 percent of seats won
in 1945 on the period’s lowest vote share. The Liberal
vote share dropped precipitately that year, on a tempo-
rary fractionalization of the total vote. In the other four
elections the Conservatives averaged under 17 percent
of seats.

40 In part, Liberal strength reflected the accession of Louis
St. Laurent to Liberal leadership, as, before 1993, having
a leader from Quebec was worth 13 points in Liberal share.
See Richard Nadeau and André Blais, “Explaining Elec-
tion Outcomes in Canada: Economy and Politics,” Cana-
dian Journal of Political Science, Vol. 26, no. 4 (December
1993), pp. 775-90.

24 Neil Nevitte, The Decline of Deference (Peterborough:
Broadview, 1996) applies the Inglehart thesis to Canada.

25 Harold D. Clarke and Nitish Dutt, “Measuring Value
Change in Western Industrialized Societies: The Impact of
Unemployment,” American Political Science Review, Vol.
85, no. 3 (September 1991), pp. 905-20, and James A. Davis,
“Review Essay: Paul R. Abramson and Ronald Inglehart,
Value Change in Global Perspective,” Public Opinion Quar-
terly, Vol. 60, no. 2 (Summer 1996), pp. 322-31 are espe-
cially telling critiques. 

26 Kitschelt’s account of the left is The Transformation of
European Social Democracy (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1994), and of the right, The Radical Right in
Western Europe: A Comparative Analysis (Ann Arbor: Uni-
versity of Michigan Press, 1995).

27 Hermann Schmitt and Sören Holmberg, “Political Parties
in Decline?” in Hans-Dieter Klingemann and Dieter
Fuchs (eds.), Citizens and the State (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1995), Volume One in the “Beliefs in Gov-
ernment”  Series (Max Kaase, Kenneth Newton, and Eli-
nor Scarbrough, series editors), chap. four.

28 Stefano Bartolini and Peter Mair, Identity, Competition and
Electoral Availability: The Stabilisation of European Elec-
torates 1885-1985 (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1990).

29 Ola Listhaug and Matti Wiberg, “Confidence in Political
and Private Institutions,” in Klingemann and Fuchs
(eds.), Citizens and the State, chap. ten. See especially Fig-
ures 10.1, 10.3, and 10.4. We cannot reject the possibility
that high governmental turnover is as much symptom as
cause of political distrust, but the Listhaug-Wiberg graph-
ics lean to the opposite interpretation. Particularly strik-
ing is the variance in political trust by turnover within
European subcultures. For instance, measured trust levels
in Denmark, a country with high government turnover,
are closer to those in Italy than to those in Norway, an his-
torically stable system.

30 Richard Topf, “Electoral Participation,” in Klingemann
and Fuchs (eds.), Citizens and the State, chap. two.

31 Estimates are based on OLS regression analysis for elec-
tions from 1935 to 1988 inclusive. Adjusted R2 for the equa-
tion is 0.86. Standard error for the Liberal vote coefficient
is 0.17, for the Conservative coefficient, 0.11. Each coeffi-
cient has less than one chance in 10,000 of being the prod-
uct of random covariation.

Each coefficient indicates the effect on seat share of a
unit shift in one party’s vote share, holding the other
party’s vote constant. In fact, the two vote shares vary
inversely with each other, as one would expect of two par-
ties historically in such close competition. The regres-
sion coefficient of Tory on Liberal vote share is -0.94, an
essentially one-to-one relationship. Note, however, that
the adjusted R2 = 0.60, indicating plenty of slack in the
relationship, the substance of which is discussed in the
body of the text below.

The conversion of percentage-point shifts into seat shifts is
just crude arithmetic. In a House of 300 seats, a percentage-
point shift is three seats. Since 1935 the House has grown from
245 to 301, whence my rounding in multiples of 2-3 seats.

32 For illustrations of the small-party logic see Alan C. Cairns,
“The Electoral System and the Party System in Canada,
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50 Given the power of ideological distance, should we be
amazed that any New Democrats moved to Reform? In
fact, the NDP has always exchanged voters with the most
distant party on the left-right scale, which is to say that
party turnover in Canada is routinely intransitive, reflect-
ing the fact that it is controlled by at least two policy
dimensions, on one of which the NDP and Conservatives
or Reform are not polar opposites. 

51 This defection took place both inside and outside Quebec,
such that within each sub-electorate, the Liberals were not
so peculiarly important.

52 This pattern is not just a reflection of the sheer bulk of
Ontario, where NDP switches to the Liberals might have
been especially numerous. Even in the West, where
Reform is most viable, the Liberal party was by far the
main destination for ex-New Democrats. Only in Alberta
did NDP defectors to Reform outnumber those to the Lib-
erals. In Alberta, Reform was so overpoweringly attractive
that any other pattern was next to impossible. Even so, rel-
ative to the respective drawing power of Reform and the
Liberals, Alberta NDP movement was still disproportion-
ately to the Liberals. In any case, the number of 1988 New
Democrats in Alberta was minuscule. The big Western
NDP battalions resided in BC, Saskatchewan, and Mani-
toba and in those provinces the Liberals were as differen-
tially attractive to former New Democrats as they were in
Ontario.

53 In the 1988 study, the object was labelled “French Canada”
but in 1997, “Quebec.” Evidence from 1993, when both ver-
sions were employed as a test, suggests little difference in
the response evoked.

54 Outside Quebec, respondents saw the lean as more than
mild; inside Quebec, they did not see it as a lean at all. The
mean perception splits the difference.

55 For speculation on why it made sense for the Liberal party
to stray so far from its supporters’ location, see Johnston,
et al., Letting the People Decide.

56 These observations are only suggestive. They require that
the Reform location be projected from Panel B to Panel A,
perhaps a questionable practice, and then horizontal dis-
tances compared. 

57 A few further comments on the basis of Reform support
need to be made. Elisabeth Gidengil, André Blais, Richard
Nadeau and Neil Nevitte “Making Sense of Regional Vot-
ing in the 1997 Federal Election: Liberal and Reform Sup-
port Outside Quebec,” Canadian Journal of Political Sci-
ence, Vol. 32, no. 2 (June 1999), pp. 247-72, argue that,
although Westerners have roughly the same mean posi-
tion on Quebec-Canada relations, opinion on this issue
makes a bigger difference to the Reform vote in the West.
That is hard to square with my claim that the vote differ-
ences are about the same within these regions. The dis-
crepancy may be between the bivariate graphical account
that underpins my statement and the multivariate one
that underpins theirs. Or the issue may be the year, 1993
(mine) versus 1997 (theirs). Nevitte, Blais, Gidengil and
Nadeau, Unsteady State: The 1997 Canadian Federal Elec-
tion (Don Mills: Oxford University Press, 2000), Table C.4,
confirms the importance of West-focused regional alien-
ation, however.

Does Reform represent a more generalized alienation
from party politics? The answer is Yes. For 1993, Reform

From 1935 to 1945, however, third–party voting was more
notable in Quebec than anywhere else east of Manitoba.
Uncoordinated independent candidacies were common
in 1935 and 1940, and in 1945 there emerged the Bloc Pop-
ulaire Canadien, provoked by World War II and a con-
scription crisis. Although this Bloc anticipates some
aspects of the later one, in that it articulated a forward-
looking and secular vision of Quebec, it was a one-elec-
tion phenomenon. By 1949 and the accession of St Lau-
rent,  almost  al l  the third-party vote in Quebec
disappeared, yielding to lopsided two-party politics. 

41 If we accept that the normal pre-1957 Conservative vote in
Quebec was closer to 30 percent than to 20 percent, Fig-
ure 5 understates the real drop in the Quebec Conserva-
tive share.

42 The gains in Alberta and BC were more appearance than
reality. Tory shares after 1984 were squarely in line with
Conservative strength in those provinces at the end of the
1962-80 period. The whole-period line is dragged down by
weaker (in the case of BC, much weaker) shares of the 1960s.

43 This paragraph begs two qualifications. First, Quebec
nationalism did have an outlet before 1984, Social Credit,
and the absorption of the Social Credit vote into the Con-
servative coalition in 1984 was part of the latter’s pre-emp-
tion of Quebec nationalism. Social Credit was not a vehi-
c le  for  the  forward - looking  var iant  o f  Quebec
nationalism, however. Second, the Tories did not emit
obviously nationalist signals in the run up to 1984.
Indeed, one of Brian Mulroney’s first tests as leader was
to align his party with the Liberal party’s rights-based,
Official Languages agenda in relation to Manitoba.

44 Respondents’ 1988 behaviour is based on their recall ques-
tions in the 1993 wave of the 1992-3 Canadian Referendum
and Election Study. For more detail on construction of the
table, see André Blais and Elisabeth Gidengil, “Construct-
ing a Flow of the Vote Table” (Montréal: Université de
Montréal, mimeo, 1995).

45 It is tempting to say that shares here are of the whole elec-
torate, but that is not quite true. Note that voters now dead
are part of the 1993 total, just as voters not yet of age are
part of the 1988 total. If it seems odd to count this way,
doing so is necessary to make the accounting system
consistent. 

46 For comparison, look at the percentage voting Liberal,
19.4. Although an absolutely larger percentage, former
abstainers are much less likely to vote Liberal than the
electorate as a whole. 

47 The basis of this claim is as follows. New voters are 13 per-
cent of the 1993 total, and the Bloc’s 16.2 percent of that
13 percent makes new-voter Blocistes 2.1 percent of all
1993 voters. Former abstainers constitute 21.7 percent of
all 1993 categories and the 6.9 percent of these who vote
Bloc thus are 1.5 percent of the 1993 total. The sum, 2.1
plus 1.5, is 3.6 percent of all categories. Dividing this sum
by the total Bloc percentage, 8.8, yields 3.6/8.8 = 0.41, or
about 40 percent of the Bloc vote.

48 Table 3 indicates that turnout dropped from 1988 to 1993,
but it masks the fact that in Quebec, turnout grew, reflect-
ing this mobilization of sovereignists.

49 These percentages are calculated by omitting from the
denominator all respondents who stayed with their 1988
party.
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was only weakly distinguished this way, much less than
the Bloc, according to Richard Johnston, André Blais,
Henry E. Brady, Elisabeth Gidengil, and Neil Nevitte, “The
1993 Canadian Election: Realignment, Dealignment, or
Something Else?” presented to the 1996 Annual Meeting
of the American Political Science Association. In 1997,
Reform became more distinct, as cynicism about politics
evidently diminished in the other party groups, accord-
ing to Blais et al., Unsteady State, Figure 4-4 . 

There is, in sum, much work still to do in understanding
post-1993 party politics, but most of the work lies off the
path of this paper.

58 On this see Kaare Strom, “Minority Governments in Par-
liamentary Democracies: The Rationality of Non-Win-
ning Cabinet Solutions,” Comparative Political Studies, Vol.
17, no. 2 (July 1984), pp. 199-227. 

59 It can yield the “wrong” winner, to be sure. This was prob-
ably the case in British Columbia in 1996 or Ontario in
1990 and probably describes many Tory federal victories
in the 20th century.

60 The comparison is not idle. Canada and India have always
stood as the great challenges to the apparent logic of FPP.
In the Canadian case, it traditionally sufficed to refer to
local two-party consolidation, with different parties
standing as front-runners in different places. India was
harder to solve. William H. Riker, “The Number of Politi-
cal Parties: A Re-Examination of Duverger’s Law,” Com-
parative Politics, Vol. 9, no. 1 (October 1976), pp. 93-106
addressed both the Canadian and Indian cases. For
Canada, he concentrated on geography. For India he pro-
posed that the key was Congress’ centrist position, which
made it the Condorcet winner. Now we see that his argu-
ment also applies to Canada, and may have all along.

61 Nevitte et al., Unsteady State, attribute two percentage
points of the turnout difference between 1997 and the pre-
1993 average to competitive factors. Theirs is probably a
lower-bound estimate.

62 Boix, “Setting the Rules of the Game” argues that incum-
bent parties’ calculations of risk are historically the cen-
tral factor in electoral reform.
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institutions — in particular the single member

plurality electoral system – and the incentives it

provides to parties. Of particular importance,

according to Johnston, are the strategic choices

that the Progressive Conservative Party made in

the 1980s, which set the stage for the electoral

earthquake in 1993. In arguing that the current

system is a direct result of the Canadian electoral

system and the strategic choices made by Conser-

vatives, Johnston also asserts that the current state

of affairs is uniquely Canadian and thus largely

unrelated to changes in values and political behav-

iour observed in other industrialized countries. 

While I accept the logic of Johnston’s argument

regarding the incentives embedded in the elec-

toral system, this does not provide a complete

explanation for recent developments in Canadian

politics. The Canadian electoral system has not

changed since Confederation, but the outcome of

the 1993 general election was unprecedented in

Canadian history. What has changed is Canadian

society and the structure of the party system that

mediates between society and government. The

societal inputs being filtered through the electoral

system and shaping the party system have

changed profoundly in recent years, and these

changes explain at least a portion of the current

situation. The breakdown of the pre-1993 party

system was as much a function of the party sys-

tem’s inability to accommodate a range of social

groups and interests as it was a consequence of the

electoral system and the flawed Mulroney coali-

tion. In this respect, it represents a period of tran-

sition between party systems. As was the case with

earlier transitions, the multiplication of cleavages

within the Canadian electorate created pressure

on the old party system, which eventually rup-

tured in 1993. 

This assessment flows from the historical

model of party system change set out by R.K. Carty

and David E. Smith.2 Their account of Canadian

party systems considers the constellation of par-

I n "Canadian Elections at the Millen-

nium," Richard Johnston provides an

accurate description of contemporary

Canadian electoral politics. The trends he identi-

fies — a Liberal Party strong in the House of Com-

mons but weak (and apparently declining) in the

electorate, a fragmented opposition, and declin-

ing voter participation rates — are indeed highly

salient characteristics of the current state of

affairs. Moreover, Johnston is correct to identify

these trends as reason for concern. There is little

or no prospect of the Liberal party being removed

from government in the foreseeable future, and

the highly fragmented opposition cannot provide

the alternative to the government of the day that

is required for healthy democratic competition.

Moreover, signs of malaise in the electorate sug-

gest a generalized discontent with the democratic

system. One might add to this list of concerns the

development of a highly regionalized pattern of

political competition which has transformed elec-

tion campaigns from national contests with

national issues into a series of regional competi-

tions, each with its own issues.1 That said, an argu-

ment could be made that the proliferation of par-

ties and the greater ideological and organizational

diversity of these parties has made the party sys-

tem more reflective of the wide range of interests

and opinions in the Canadian electorate. 

The central task Johnston sets himself in this

paper is to explain how the current situation arose.

His explanation focuses on the role played by
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Party Politics, Carty, Cross and I argue that the

pre-1993 party system was unsustainable in part

because it failed to accommodate significant

cleavages within Canadian society. To under-

stand the breakdown of the old party system, we

need to look beyond the institutional logic of the

electoral system to take into account the social

changes that created pressure on political parties

in the years leading up to the 1993 election. The

two most significant sources of pressure were the

multiplication of cleavages and the rising cyni-

cism of the electorate. 

Multiplication of Cleavages

I n contemporary liberal democracies,

political parties play a crucial role as

intermediaries between society and the

state. This role requires that parties be responsive

to the views of the electorate, that the full range of

societal interests be given a voice in the political

arena, and that salient political identities be rep-

resented. In the Canadian experience, this has

been complicated by the parties’ pattern of trying

to straddle fundamental cleavages, rather than

taking opposing sides.5 Each period of transition

in the Canadian party system has been preceded

by a multiplication of cleavages, as new interests

have emerged (through Western expansion and

immigration, for example) and existing groups

(such as farmers or women) have become politi-

cized. Parties have tried to accommodate these

newly mobilized groups without alienating other

supporters, but have for the most part failed to

fully achieve this ambitious objective. This has

contributed to the breakdown of coalitions within

parties, usually resulting in the formation of new

parties which, in turn, spark transition in the

party system. 

The period from 1970 until the mid-1990s was

one of profound social change in Canada as in

ties, but also party organization, representational

focus, and modes of political communication

within each system. Carty argues that there have

been three party systems in Canada to date. The

first, which extended from Confederation to 1917,

was highly localist in character and depended on

patronage to hold parties together. Parties were

based in the parliamentary caucus, which

retained the power to select the leader. The second

system, which spanned the years from 1921 to

1957, was characterized by a politics of brokerage

among regions. Extra-parliamentary parties

became more significant, but strong regionally-

based ministers exercised power within the party.

The third party system, from 1963 on, was the era

of pan-Canadian politics. It was, above all else,

characterized by its pan-Canadian ethos. This was

a politics "dedicated to creating a Canadian com-

munity, and it became the task of parties in the

[old] party system to define a national agenda and

to mobilize Canadians, as individual participating

citizens, in support of their competing visions for

the country."3 Extra-parliamentary parties

became more significant, but the advent of televi-

sion and the professionalization of politics

ensured that the party leader was the central fig-

ure in party affairs. 

Unlike Johnston’s analysis, which focuses on

electoral alignments and realignments, the

Carty/Smith model concentrates on parties as

organizations which act as intermediaries

between society and the state. Changes to the

party system, by this view, are largely a conse-

quence of social change. Between the first and

second, and the second and third party systems

were periods of transition. Carty notes that these

periods followed "considerable social and demo-

graphic changes in the basic structure of the elec-

torate. Both...helped break old electoral align-

ments and patterns of political organization,

making it easier for new systems of partisan

mobilization to emerge."4 In Rebuilding Canadian
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ment, English-Canadians whose belief in the

equality of the provinces caused them to reject

any sort of recognition of Quebec’s distinctive-

ness — all found themselves without a voice in

Parliament. The primary beneficiaries of this

was the Reform Party. 

Quebec’s Quiet Revolution was not the only

social change of significance for the Canadian

party system. From the 1970s on, the representa-

tional demands on the party system multiplied to

include calls for representation from women and

recent communities of immigrants.7 In the face of

these calls for inclusion, all three parties took sim-

ilar approaches: they tried to appeal to new groups

of voters without alienating traditional supporters

of the party. This followed the distinctive

approach taken by Canadian parties in the face of

profound ethno-linguistic and religious cleavages:

to try to straddle the cleavages rather than taking

one side. 

This accommodative strategy was ultimately

unsuccessful. Neither feminist nor minority

groups were fully satisfied with the representa-

tive gains they won. At the same time, Canadians

who opposed the idea of representational quotas,

liberal feminist policy stances and government

promotion of multiculturalism were left without

a partisan home by the mid-1980s. In this sense,

the three parties’ efforts to accommodate signif-

icant internal cleavages effectively drove

activists at either end of the political spectrum

out of the partisan arena. Again, the primary

beneficiary in English Canada was Reform. 

In essence, by the early 1990s, the three parties

that comprised the party system found themselves

unable to perform their crucial role as intermedi-

aries between society and the state. They were too

similar in their approaches to representation and

in their stances on the national question. The elec-

torate’s discontent erupted both during the 1992

Referendum on the Charlottetown Accord and in

the 1993 federal election. 

other advanced industrialized democracies. The

rise of new social movements — like the women’s

movement and the nationalist movement in Que-

bec — created important new pressures on the

political system. These pressures took the form of

calls for inclusion, but also introduced new polit-

ical forms and tactics. Social protest, demonstra-

tions and grassroots social movement activism

became more prominent and widely accepted

within the Canadian political arena. Interest

groups became an even more important form of

political organization. The social change that took

place was not universally welcomed. These new

social movements engendered negative reactions,

which also placed representational demands on

the political system.

The Quiet Revolution in Quebec had pro-

found consequences for the politics of both

Quebec and Canada. This period gave rise to a

distinctive brand of federalism in Quebec, and

equally produced the sovereigntist movement in

opposition to it. With the ascendance of the sov-

ereigntist movement’s partisan manifestation,

the Parti Québécois, and its 1976 election vic-

tory , Quebec politics were transformed. Even

though the federalist/sovereigntist cleavage has

shaped Quebec politics for three decades, it was

only with the formation of the Bloc Québécois

in 1991 that sovereigntist voters were offered a

political vehicle in the federal arena.6

Important repercussions were felt outside

Quebec too. Decades of conflict over the Consti-

tution and Quebec’s role in the federation drove

all the major parties to adopt essentially similar

positions on the national/constitutional ques-

tion in an attempt to deflate the electoral power

of the bicultural cleavage. This left substantial

segments of the electorate without representa-

tion within the party system: Canadians whose

primary political orientations were regional,

neo-conservatives who argued for a substantial

devolution of power from the national govern-

C
o

m
m

e
n

t
 

o
n

 
J

o
h

n
s

t
o

n
,

 
“

C
a

n
a

d
i

a
n

 
E

l
e

c
t

i
o

n
s

 
a

t
 

t
h

e
 

M
i

l
l

e
n

n
i

u
m

”



40

a lot of confidence in political parties; by 1989 the

figure had dropped to 18 percent and by 1994 it had

further plummeted to a mere nine percent.11 Politi-

cians fare even worse than political parties in pub-

lic opinion: Data from the 1997 CES show that 35

percent of respondents believed that political par-

ties didn’t care what people thought, and 41 percent

believed that MPs did not know what people

thought. Over 80 percent of respondents agreed that

MPs lose touch with their constituents after being

elected.12 In their analysis of voting behaviour in

1997, Nevitte et al. found that cynicism13 was the

most powerful dimension structuring the orienta-

tion of citizens outside Quebec, and that "nearly all

voters are distributed toward the right [i.e. cynical]

end of the scale, indicating that most voters were

quite cynical about the political classes and the

responsiveness of government."14

The growth of cynicism appears to be part of a

cross-national trend in established democracies.

There is a discernible trend in these countries in

recent decades as citizens have become increas-

ingly critical of the major institutions of repre-

sentative government.15 Although its shape and

magnitude vary (as Johnston points out), the

basic trend is undeniable, and is particularly evi-

dent in the US.16 In this sense, the current state of

affairs appears less uniquely Canadian than John-

ston’s characterization suggests. 

The evidence that a substantial proportion of

the Canadian (and particularly English Cana-

dian) population holds views that may be termed

cynical is convincing. The next question, then, is

how these attitudes are translated into action: do

voters exit the system (by not voting) or do they

seek a voice for their views within the political

arena? In the English Canadian case, it appears

that the latter is by far the more common behav-

ioural manifestation of political cynicism.

According to Nevitte et al., cynicism accounts for

only a small portion of the phenomenon of non-

voting in 1997.17

The Politics of Discontent

W hether it is a uniquely Canadian

phenomenon, or part of a cross-

national trend, cynicism regard-

ing politics must be taken into account when

coming to terms with contemporary party poli-

tics in Canada. As Carty et al. note, "One of the

characteristics of the earlier periods of party sys-

tem transition was a change in the norms of party

democracy. In both of the earlier periods, voters

expressed displeasure with the existing party sys-

tem in terms of both the responsiveness of the

parties to the concerns of voters and the partici-

patory opportunities afforded voters in intra-

party decision-making."8

There is considerable evidence that the Cana-

dian populace has grown dissatisfied with the

political process in recent decades. One element

of this is a resurgence of populism which has once

again become an important element of Canadian

political culture, and which extends beyond West-

ern Canada. In a 1990 study of Canadians’ atti-

tudes toward the electoral and political process,

Blais and Gidengil found that a majority of Cana-

dians expressed attitudes that could be considered

populist.9 Data from the 1997 Canadian Election

Study demonstrate that little has changed in the

interim: a majority of respondents demonstrated

anti-intellectual attitudes, and two-thirds believed

that national problems could be solved if political

decisions were brought to the grassroots.10 These

populist sentiments are not concentrated in West-

ern Canada; rather, they are shared by a majority

of Canadians in all regions. 

Coincident with the rise of populism has been

growing discontent with government in general

and political parties and Parliament in particular.

The decline of public confidence in political par-

ties is particularly striking: In 1979, 30 percent of

Canadians polled by Gallup had a great deal or quite
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party politics in Canada. Johnston’s claim,

clearly, is that we should. As he notes, there is no

credible alternative to the Liberals, whose parlia-

mentary majority is based on a preposterously

small plurality of the popular vote. Without con-

testing the validity of this assertion, it is worth not-

ing that there are also reasons for optimism. First,

it is noteworthy that political discontent has

resulted not in widespread exit from the demo-

cratic process, but rather in support for change

within the party system. Second, it is equally sig-

nificant that the electoral and party system proved

sufficiently flexible to accommodate the social

and political pressures that led to the formation of

the BQ and Reform Party. Third, it is possible to

argue that the breakdown of the old party system

and the emergence of the new has reinvigorated

Canadian partisan politics. For the first time in

decades, federal political parties are taking pro-

foundly different stances on the fundamental

national question. In contrast to the pan-Cana-

dian consensus of the third party system, the par-

ties that comprise the emerging system take vastly

different views on the question of centralization

versus decentralization and the appropriate role

of Quebec within Confederation. All of a sudden,

the stakes are much higher in national electoral

politics. If we take the view that one of the funda-

mental roles parties should play is to reflect soci-

etal concerns, then the parties that constitute the

current system are, arguably, doing a good job. 

Where the current system falls short is with

respect to the aggregative/accommodative func-

tion of politics. If the most important aggregative

function of political parties in Canada is integra-

tion of various regions, then none of the current

parties is fully succeeding, although some are cer-

tainly trying. Moreover, as Johnston rightly points

out, the very logic of the Canadian electoral sys-

tem pushes parties that aspire to govern in the

direction of regional accommodation. In this

respect, we are witnessing a transformation of the

Rather than exercising the option of exiting the

system, cynical voters have opted to express their

discontent within the confines of the electoral

arena. In both the elections of 1993 and 1997, polit-

ical cynicism frequently translated into a vote for

the Reform party. As Nevitte et al. note in their

analysis of the determinants of the vote in 1997,

Reform is "a powerful lightening rod for both anti-

Quebec sentiment and generalized political disaf-

fection."18 While Canadian voters in general

became somewhat less cynical between 1993 and

1997, the level of cynicism expressed by Reform

party voters remained constant.19 Although cyni-

cism was not the only attitudinal characteristic

that strongly predicted a Reform vote, it was cer-

tainly significant. 

It is noteworthy that the predominant behav-

ioural manifestation of cynicism was to support a

new party, rather than to opt out of the system. As

Carty et al. note, 

…it is a curious fact that when Canadians get
really angry about national politics and the
accommodations it demands, dissatisfied
with public policy, or disillusioned with their
governments, and decide to do something
about it, their instinctive response is to start
by attacking the party system.…For Canadi-
ans…relegitimating the national commu-
nity or reshaping their social contract means
rebuilding national political parties. 

For all that there is cause for concern regarding

the shape of current electoral politics, this at least

is a reason for some optimism. It suggests that the

party system is sufficiently flexible that it can

respond to the demands of the electorate, and that

political cynicism has not produced a widespread

disavowal of partisan democratic politics. 

The Current State of Affairs

T his, finally, brings us to the question of

whether we should be particularly

concerned about the current state of
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Reform Party / Canadian Alliance away from the

representative function discussed above toward

the accommodative function as it seeks to broaden

its base of support and form a government. 

There are, of course, hurdles in the way. Most

notable among them is a complete lack of support

for the Canadian Alliance east of the Ottawa River.

In this respect, Johnston is entirely correct to

warn us that we lack a party that can credibly

claim to offer an alternative to the governing Lib-

erals. Would a different electoral system alleviate

this difficulty? Perhaps. Electoral systems based

on proportional representation have considerable

merit in themselves, and would probably ease

regional distortions in electoral support. That

said, a PR system would do little to limit the frag-

mentation of the Canadian party system. Whether

some variant of PR is adopted or not, the current

constellation of parties almost certainly means

that coalitions among parties will have to be cre-

ated to form future governments. 

In short, PR may not (whatever its other mer-

its) be a panacea for the ailments that plague the

Canadian body politic. If we accept that the

breakdown of the old party system was due, at

least in part, to the parties’ inability to accom-

modate and reflect the diversity of Canadian soci-

ety, and that rising cynicism among segments of

the electorate played a crucial role in this break-

down, then proposed reforms should be evaluated

with a view to determining the extent to which

they strengthen parties’ responsiveness and

accommodative capacities. 
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15 Pippa Norris, “Introduction: The Growth of Critical Citi-
zens,” in Pippa Norris (ed.), Critical Citizens: Global Sup-
port for Democratic Governance (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1999), p. 26. 

16 Russell J. Dalton, “Political Support in Advanced Indus-
trial Democracies,” in Pippa Norris (ed.) Critical Citizens:
Global Support for Democratic Governance (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1999). 

17 Nevitte et al., Unsteady State, p. 64.  This analysis of non-
voting finds that least likely to vote are individuals with
low incomes and low levels of education, as well as young
people. This raises the issue of the class dimension of non-
voting. It is perhaps not coincidence that non-voting has
increased at roughly the same time as income disparities
have also increased. 

18 Nevitte et al., Unsteady State, p. 92. 

19 Nevitte et al., Unsteady State.

* Portions of the following rely heavily on R. Kenneth Carty,
William Cross and Lisa Young, Rebuilding Canadian Party
Politics (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2000). Carty and Cross are
not responsible for the analysis presented here, but
deserve much of the credit for the analysis of the emerg-
ing party system. 

1 See Carty, Cross and Young, Rebuilding Canadian Party
Politics. 

2 David Smith, “Party Government, Representation and
National Integration in Canada,” in P. Aucoin (ed.), Party
Government and Regional Representation in Canada (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 1985); R.K. Carty, “Three Cana-
dian Party Systems: An Interpretation of the Development of
National Politics,” in H. Thorburn (ed.) Party Politics in
Canada, 7th ed. (Scarborough: Prentice Hall, 1996).

3 Carty et al., Rebuilding Canadian Party Politics, p. 21.  

4 Carty et al., Rebuilding Canadian Party Politics, p. 142. 

5 David Elkins, “Parties as National Institutions: A Com-
parative Study,” in Herman Bakvis (ed.), Representation,
Integration and Political Parties in Canada (Toronto: Dun-
durn, 1991), pp. 12-13. 

6 A possible exception to this statement would be the
nationalist Social Credit party which elected several MPs
in the 1970s. 

7 For a more extensive discussion of this, see Carty et al.,
Rebuilding Canadian Party Politics, pp. 88-91. 

8 R.K. Carty, William Cross and Lisa Young, “The Fourth
Canadian Party System,” in William Cross (ed.) Canadian
Democracy at Century’s End (Toronto: Oxford University
Press, forthcoming). 

9 André Blais and Elisabeth Gidengil, Making Representative
Democracy Work: The Views of Canadians (Toronto: Dun-
durn/RCERPF, 1991), p. 19. They reported that 65 percent
of respondents exhibited anti-intellectualism, and 74 per-
cent favoured bringing decisions closer to the grassroots.

10 Lisa Young, “Value Clash: Parliament and Citizens after
150 Years of Responsible Government,” in F. Leslie Seidle
and Louis Massicotte (eds.), Taking Stock of 150 Years of
Responsible Government in Canada (Ottawa: Canadian
Study of Parliament Group, 1999). 

11 Young, “Value Clash,” p. 119. 

12 Young, “Value Clash,” p. 119-20. 

13 Nevitte et al. employ the following items in their measure
of political cynicism: 

•Politicians are willing to say anything to get elected

•Politicians are ready to lie to get elected

•Do political parties keep their election promises most of
the time, some of the time, or hardly ever?

•I don’t think the government cares much what people 
like me think

•Those elected to Parliament soon lose touch with the
people.

14 Neil Nevitte, André Blais, Elisabeth Gidengil and Richard
Nadeau, Unsteady State: The 1997 Canadian Federal Elec-
tion (Toronto: Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 48. The
authors indicate there is some evidence that cynicism
declined somewhat between 1993 and 1997 (p. 54).
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The normal course of competitive partisanship

will reveal what Johnston refers to as “self-cor-

recting tendencies.” The current fragmentation of

Canadian politics is thus a transitory phenome-

non, originating from some combination of post-

industrial, post-Cold War shifts in the left-right

axis, and the personalities and issues of the 1988-

1993 period. 

While Johnston is clearly dubious about this

perspective, it is the view shared by most of the

political parties themselves. Reform, through the

Canadian Alliance, is attempting to quickly

assemble a singular competitor to the “left-wing

Liberals.” The NDP continues its perpetual quest

to polarize debate against the “right-wing Liber-

als.” And the Joe Clark PCs seek restoration of

themselves as a centrist alternative to the “incom-

petent Liberals.” Of course, the Liberals them-

selves see no particular problem that requires sys-

t emic  change.  Only  the  B loc  Québécoi s

fundamentally rejects this genre of solution.

While all the federalist opposition parties can-

not be right, one of them clearly could be, and the

one clearly having the most success to date is the

Canadian Alliance. Even since Johnston wrote his

paper the CA has achieved some of the prerequi-

sites he outlined for opposition consolidation.

Through the United Alternative process, the CA

managed to steal a significant chunk of the Pro-

gressive Conservative party out from under Joe

Clark. That portion came largely from the provin-

cial “right wing” parties, including the electorally

critical PC party of Ontario. It includes a Quebec

element, drawn largely from the Action Démoc-

ratique. And the PC party of Alberta has furnished

the CA with its new leader, Stockwell Day. 

“Stock” is both more dynamic and more con-

ventional a political personality than Preston

Manning, yet clearly acceptable to (and largely

elected by) the base of the Reform movement.

While, unlike failed contender Tom Long, he is not

from Ontario, this should not automatically pre-

I f post-1993 Canada is marked by a weak

government entrenched in power by a

fragmented opposition, then this is unde-

niably a problem worth solving in any democracy.

In this regard, Richard Johnston’s analysis of fed-

eral party politics corresponds with my own writ-

ings on the party system over the past few years and

I cannot disagree substantially with him. On the

other hand, Johnston’s speculations on the future

and his range of solutions is rather incomplete.

What is the underlying nature of the Canadian

party system and how does it fit into Canada’s

model of government? Today’s federal multi-par-

tyism is a serious dysfunction within Canada’s

modified Westminster parliamentary model. This

requires a strong national government challenged

at all times by a united opposition. For the proper

functioning of this system, either a two-party bal-

ance must evolve, or some type of electoral, insti-

tutional or even constitutional measures will have

to be considered. There are four scenarios that

might be envisaged.

Scenario #1:
“Self-Correcting Tendencies”

A ccording to one view, there is nothing

peculiar to Canada that will prevent

the party system from evolving of its

own accord back towards stable and sustainable

two-party competition in reasonably short order.
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a two-party system is almost an institutional

necessity. Not only does FPTP tend toward two-

party races, but it produces powerful punishments

for any party appearing to be a “vote splitter.” The

maximum of combative partisanship is almost

always the necessity of the day and any talk of elec-

toral reform or political coalition is simply per-

ceived as weakness in the face of FPTP’s “winner

take all” logic. Ironically, this is why Reform’s

United Alternative worked to the extent it did. It

offered carefully selected PCs an opportunity for

honourable abandonment of their party, rather

than promising the official PC leadership a coali-

tion enterprise.

A deeper problem with the opposition view is

its ahistorical nature. Whatever differing inter-

pretations Tories and Reformers put on the cur-

rent fragmentation of the opposition, they agree

that it was due to events of a decade ago. As John-

ston notes, however, history strongly suggests that

the current situation is recurrent and durable. His

statement — “only the Liberals are truly feasible

as a single-party government. The historical

record suggests that that has been true for decades,

perhaps since 1896” — probably comes closest to

the truth. It is indisputable that the Liberals have

governed the country for an extraordinary part of

the past century by the measure of any liberal

democracy. Even more significant is that all the

alternative majorities — of Borden, Bennett,

Diefenbaker and Mulroney — were not only com-

paratively short-lived, but ended in a meltdown

with long-term implications.

This recurrence of partisan trends goes beyond

government and official opposition to the very

nature of Canadian multipartyism itself. The

“third parties” of the 1990s — the New Democratic

Party, the Reform Party, and the Bloc Québécois —

bear more than accidental resemblance to the

Cooperative Commonwealth Federation, the

Social Credit Party, and the Créditistes or Bloc Pop-

ulaire of earlier decades. Such patterns can be

clude Day making gains in the target region of the

Alliance. Pierre Trudeau proved to be the right

choice for the target voters of the Liberals in 1968

even though he came from one of the party’s elec-

toral strongholds. And today no other federal

leader is from Ontario anyway. 

Johnston would no doubt point out that the

Alliance under Day barely dents the francophone

part of Canada’s “binational” political equation.

Frankly, this is not fatal. The CA may not be com-

petitive in Quebec, but between the party’s mar-

ginally extended Quebec presence and the leader’s

passable bilingualism, it may prove to be at least

legitimate in Quebec. This is all that really matters

to the critical voters in Ontario. The realpolitik is

that Quebec is not arithmetically necessary to

forming government in Canada — today less so

than ever — and has taken itself out of the gov-

ernment game by voting strongly for the Bloc.

For the Alliance, a strongly competitive party

west of the Ottawa River is as viable a government

coalition as the Liberal one extending from West-

mount to Winnipeg. Besides, the very presence of

a second party eligible for power could shake the

Québécois away from their strategically dubious

BQ voting and toward governing choices, thereby

further consolidating a two-party system.

The real problem with the scenario, however, is

that we are in fact nowhere near a bipolar politi-

cal system in Canada today. Opinion polls still put

the Alliance roughly 20 points behind the Liber-

als. It is a measure of Liberal dominance that such

a distance is now considered a sign of competi-

tiveness. Even optimistically the Alliance is far

closer to dead last than it is to the government. The

best we can say is the Alliance may be consolidat-

ing the Right, and this may portend a two-party

race two elections hence. 

Furthermore, there is a fairly obvious explana-

tion for the perennial optimism of the opposition

parties — survival demands it. Within the context

of the first-past-the-post electoral system, belief in
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actually understates the case when he says that

“the system has distorting effects, but it does not

as a rule yield the ‘wrong’ winner.” The current

British Columbia and Quebec governments are

just such cases. Reform under Preston Manning

actually had a well-considered strategy to win a

majority government with a minimal popular

vote — a tactic which has always been the sepa-

ratists’ Quebec strategy.

Johnston is probably correct to surmise that

electoral reform could happen quickly under the

right circumstances although current conditions

do not favour it. These would take shape in a

highly divided minority Parliament. The Liberals

would have to become convinced that their nar-

rowing popular and geographic bases mean they

will require coalition partners to govern in the

future. Then, and only then, will the Liberals

desire a voting system that makes coalition a rea-

sonable option for parties like the PCs and NDP

who, given their current struggles, are likely to

embrace it. The Alliance also has much to gain

from a more rational electoral system given its

national aspirations. The CA of the future is more

likely to be attracted to the advantages of a new

system than to Manning’s brinkmanship strate-

gies — strategies that fit so well into FPTP. Only

the BQ has no obvious interest in reform under

any scenario, and it is also the least desirable coali-

tion partner for any federalist party. 

We should not, however, presuppose the model

which might result from a reform of the voting sys-

tem in Canada. There are many different options

but two broad types of alternative — proportional

and preferential. The proportional systems, to

which Johnston refers almost exclusively, provide

for a guaranteed rationality to parliamentary rep-

resentation, but usually do not manufacture a leg-

islative majority. Preferential systems are more

likely to provide such a majority at the expense of

minority representation, but only because more

input is given to voters and larger parties must

traced as far back as the disintegration of the coun-

try’s founding Tory government and entities such

as the Patrons of Industry, the Equal Rights Asso-

ciation, and the Parti National.

Scenario #2:
Electoral Reform

I f Canadian multipartyism is recurrent

rather than temporary, then it may reflect

the genuine nature of our party system,

obscured by elements of a constitutional regime

that demands two-party competition. To accom-

modate such tendencies in the Canadian elec-

torate some, including Johnston apparently,

make a strong case for a new electoral system.

After all, multipartyism is not, in and of itself, a

liability except under a parliamentary govern-

ment with first-past-the-post election rules.

I need not repeat all the arguments against

FPTP here, since Johnston has largely made them

in his paper, but I would like to summarize some

observations. A simple plurality system like

Canada’s does not necessarily produce a two-party

system and penalize small parties, as is often sug-

gested. It only tends to force a two-party system at

the constituency level and punish small parties

without a territorial base. Thus territorially-based

small parties actually gain from FPTP. This means

that FPTP can accommodate a multiparty system,

but only if it can be translated into a series of

regional two-party systems. If fragmented suffi-

ciently, these can create a “one-party-plus” system

like the one we have today.

The result, Johnston shows, is that a plurality

system may do more than simply manufacture an

artificial majority, which is arguably desirable.

FPTP can also distort the distribution of seats in

ways that can become large and party-specific.

The effect can be legislatures that defy not merely

proportionality, but ordinality as well. Johnston
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Is it possible that this is the nature of Canada’s

party system? There is more than passing evi-

dence of this character. Canada’s parties, no mat-

ter what their philosophical differences, have

always had unique regional, religious, and eth-

nic support bases. Johnston’s own analysis of the

1988 and 1993 elections indicate the potential

for regional/communal divisions upsetting

coalitions built around more manageable eco-

nomic issues.

How, then, would a new electoral system actu-

ally affect popular voting patterns in Canada? It

has been postulated as far back as Cairns that the

electoral system has reinforced the territorial

nature of partisan voting and that proportional

representation would make parties more national

in character. But is the opposite not also possible

— that the genuinely sectarian nature of the Cana-

dian electorate produces territorially-based par-

ties, a tendency that could become even more pro-

nounced with a new electoral system, especially

in the absence of any majority party? 

These risks would be present even in electoral

systems that provided for very few parties. Sup-

pose, for example, that Canada adopted a model

frequently advocated, the German mixed-mem-

ber proportional system. It tends toward a small

number of large or medium-sized parties, with

few splinter parties. Could not the resulting sys-

tem consist principally of a large (but minority)

Liberal party and a large (but minority) Alliance

party, elected mainly from votes in English

Canada, and a third party, the Bloc Québécois,

elected exclusively from Quebec? In such a sys-

tem, one option would be for one of the parties

to take the BQ as its coalition partner, providing

the other with a potentially devastating issue for

the next national election. The other would be a

“grand coalition,” depriving the English major-

ity of any real opposition or any significant elec-

toral choice. The resulting system would be per-

petually unstable.

attract the preferences of smaller blocs. Preferen-

tial systems have particular advantages in the

Canadian context because of the country’s

immense geography and history of single-mem-

ber representation. They also represent a less rad-

ical departure from the mechanics of a plurality

system than any proportional model. 

The problem is that Johnston neglects to ask

the central question about electoral reform.

Obviously, a new voting system would end the

worst pathologies of FPTP, but would Canada end

up with strong governments and strong alterna-

tives in the opposition? It is true that other elec-

toral systems work well in most parts of the dem-

ocratic world, but detractors rightly point out

spectacular failures like Italy, Israel, or fourth-

republic France.

It must be remembered that, while FPTP voting

is a characteristic of the Westminster model, the

requirement for a strong government and a strong

opposition is part of any type of parliamentary

system. The continental model may not demand

a strictly two-party system, but it does function

best with a two-bloc alignment. Places like Swe-

den, Australia, Germany and other stable parlia-

mentary democracies have such a pattern. Such

multi-party systems usually break into two loosely

defined blocs with two leading parties, plus a lim-

ited number of swing parties offering reasonably

predictable governmental coalitions.

Any party system of this nature implies that

political conflicts reduce to a key dimension given

to gradations of compromise and accommoda-

tion. In unstable systems however, party conflict

can rarely be reduced to a single axis or, if it can,

its sides are not easily bridged. The marks of unsta-

ble systems are not just large extremist or anti-sys-

tem parties, but also sectarian ones based on

region, religion, ethnicity and personality. Such

deep, cross-cutting cleavages in the population

dramatically reduce the possibilities of brokerage

and the assembling of viable coalitions. 
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try. Of course, various combinations of these

strategies are possible.

Those who advocate more extensive institu-

tional reform in Canada have a big problem to

address however — the improbability of bringing

it about. Significant third party movements in

Canada have always advanced variations of these

proposals for systemic change. Yet virtually no

institutional evolution has responded to them.

Indeed, attempts to open such debates have often

themselves become victims of the kinds of cleav-

ages they were supposed to resolve. Arguably this

is what occurred to the last Progressive Conserva-

tive government. The fragments into which it

descended were clearly regional/communal, and

the immediate cause was Brian Mulroney’s efforts

to achieve constitutional reform to accommodate

them (whatever the merits or otherwise of those

proposals).

Scenario #4: The Dissolution
of the Canadian Dominion

T his brings me to the final possible solu-

tion — the dissolution of Canada as we

know it.  While this is currently

beyond the frame of reference of most Canadian

voters, it is the position of one significant federal

party, the Bloc Québécois. In fact, the explicit posi-

tion of the Quebec sovereignty movement is that

no amount of conventional coalition-building,

electoral reform or institutional restructuring will

lead to a permanent, healthy party system at the

federal level. Canada is simply too diverse and dys-

functional an aggregate to justify national politi-

cal parties or national political agendas. As such,

political transaction costs are too high to justify

anything other than separate sovereignties.

In fairness, some evidence for this view is embed-

ded in the radically divergent interpretations of the

Canadian state of the current major political par-

Scenario #3:
Institutional Overhaul

T here is thus a third and more compli-

cated possibility — that the underlying

nature of Canada’s politics is not

merely multi-party, but also highly regional, com-

munal and sectarian. In this case, electoral reform

by itself will not bring about viable, alternating,

governing coalitions (although it could be desir-

able for more limited reasons). In fact, these char-

acteristics may explain why Canada’s two-party

model has long been more myth than reality.

If the Canadian polity is indeed of this nature,

then significant institutional change, including

constitutional reform, will have to be introduced

to create a more “normal” partisan politics.

Canada is already a federal state, a significant

departure from the pure Westminster model. The

national state could be further decentralized into

more governable component communities. Bel-

gium is clearly on such a trajectory, where Switzer-

land has always been. This would reduce the pos-

sibilities for intractable partisan cleavage at the

federal level.

Another possibility might be to address the lim-

its of sectarian, multi-party coalition-building by

creating a more powerful and independent execu-

tive, not dependent on the short-term whims of the

legislative parties. Departing from a parliamen-

tary system has worked in Switzerland and the

United States. It also proved to be the solution for

France in 1958 and may be where Israel is headed

today. Direct democracy has also been proposed as

a method of working around our fractious parties.

Finally, Senate reform is a hybrid strategy,

where regional or other communal representa-

tion is enhanced in the central government,

rendering extensive coalition-building more

rather than less necessary as a way of address-

ing actual and potential divisions in the coun-
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rather than a French Canada and an English

Canada, have become the real cultural entities.

And the West, although still an economic minor-

ity outside of power, is more independent of the

priorities of the central Canadian economy than

ever before. 

What should be done about these developments?

If Canada is increasingly two, distinctive, cultural

nations, and a number of increasingly independ-

ent economic ones, what are to be the emphases

and preferences of national political parties? If it

isn’t obvious that there can be such a national polit-

ical agenda, why bother to try to create one or sus-

tain the framework necessary to build it? Perhaps

Canada could adopt institutional changes that

would ensure more broadly-based governments

than in the past, but haven’t the broadly-based gov-

ernments been the ones most likely to fail?

In some ways, the “natural governing” Liberal

Party betrays evidence of Canada’s existential

struggle. Like all centre parties beseiged by a large

but fragmented opposition in a large but frag-

mented country, it has defined itself not merely as

the party of government, but as the party of the

state. Having recreated its own logo as the coun-

try’s national flag and entrenched its centralized,

bicultural nature as the country’s definition, it

links its re-election to the very institutional con-

tinuity of the country. It also reflexively resists

any significant reform championed by elements

of the mutually incompatible opposition. 

Convinced Liberals and federalists generally

can be reassured however. Though evidence for

this deconstructionist view of Canada (and of

many other traditional nation-states within the

global system) abounds, the political scene only

superficially reflects it. The Reform/Alliance phe-

nomenon has always been more about reforming

the Canadian state than dismantling it. If it were

otherwise, then its concentration on the federal

arena would be truly nonsensical. And for all the

long-term progress of the Quebec sovereignty

ties. The dominant Liberal view is that Canada is a

single nation with a binational character expressed

through central institutions. For the Canadian

Alliance, Canada is fundamentally a federation of

10 provinces with important characteristics

expressed only through lower levels of government.

And, for the Bloc Québécois, Canada is simply an

artificial construct of what are genuinely “two

nations.” Not surprisingly, the strongest bastions of

each party are in the bilingual corridors, unilingual

anglophone and unilingual francophone regions

of the country respectively.

Furthermore, the deep regional divisions of

Canada go beyond Quebec and the current era. The

country’s core economic policies were developed in

the early years of Confederation, when the West was

still essentially a colony. The development of

national political coalitions around these policies

necessitated the ongoing exclusion of the West from

government that Johnston observes. Western

protest has been almost as powerful a source of

political schism in Canada as Quebec nationalism. 

Even supporters of free trade must admit that,

since 1988, these regional divisions appear to have

deepened rather than healed. Canada’s new, for-

mal positioning within a continental free-trade

area of a global economy responded to the

demands of both Quebec nationalists and western

populists, but has not served to integrate either

into the Canadian state. Canada’s various regions,

which have always had markedly different levels

of development, are now clearly evolving such

that the linkages of one to another grow increas-

ingly weak.

It is thus hardly surprising that the great insur-

gencies of Canadian history — Quebec national-

ism and Western protest — are stronger today than

ever before. For notwithstanding the redefinition

of Confederation in terms of “duality” in its sec-

ond century, the bilingual regions of Canada con-

tinue to shrink and bicultural Canadians become

increasingly rare. Quebec and the “rest of Canada,”
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movement, it currently appears hopelessly

stalled. Independence can only be achieved either

by tricking the Quebec electorate into a unilateral

declaration, or maneouvering the rest of Canada

into underwriting the project. With the Clarity

Bill the order of the day, neither scenario is likely,

with leading sovereigntists saying so privately and

sometimes publicly.

In other words, and more than a little ironi-

cally, if any one thing today unites Canadians of

different regional backgrounds and partisan

stripes, it is a desire not to open major constitu-

tional controversies.

I am somewhat loathe to conclude whether the

problems in our party system are temporary,

recurrent, permanent or fatal to the Canadian

Dominion. Likewise, I am reluctant to proclaim

that problems in our party system can be solved

by mere evolution, or by institutional, constitu-

tional or existential change. My own tentative

assessment is the following:

1. The Liberal Party is more likely to become

a minority party in the near future than

any of its opponents are to create major-

ity coalitions. 

2. With no majority party in the country, the

parties will probably begin to develop spe-

cial relationships leading to electoral

reform. Any such new electoral system will

likely work better than what we have now. 

3. Electoral reform will open up prospects for

more general institutional reconstruction

in Canada. It is almost impossible to pre-

dict where such changes might lead,

except that they will go beyond what the

Liberals fear and fall short of what Quebec

sovereignists desire. 

4. The Canadian Dominion is itself safe

unless a “have” province (Ontario, British

Columbia or Alberta) were ever to demand

full autonomy, or Quebec were ever to

become a “have” province.
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Résumé

Depuis 1993, le Parti libéral semble seul en

mesure de gouverner le Canada. Il ne jouit cepen-

dant ni d’un large appui dans la population ni

d’une réelle représentativité par rapport aux

régions, et la force qu’il affiche au Parlement lui

vient avant tout de la fragmentation de l’opposi-

tion. Cette fragmentation n’a pas comme seul

effet d’exclure de l’arène certains partis; elle en

condamne d’autres, parmi les plus représentatifs

du corps électoral, à végéter faute de ressources ou

faute de volonté politique. Il s’ensuit, dans la com-

position du Parlement, une distribution des sièges

non proportionnelle aux votes obtenus, et le sys-

tème ne facilite plus une véritable alternance au

pouvoir. On a la nette impression que les électeurs

tournent le dos au système. 

Cette fragmentation et ce désistement relèvent

sans doute partiellement de causes universelles.

Mais la forme particulière qu’ils revêtent au

Canada en ce tournant de millénaire nous renvoie

à l’histoire et à la géographie, ainsi qu’au régime

électoral qu’elles nous ont légué : un système

majoritaire uninominal à un tour. Ce système,

tout en incitant les petits partis à rechercher l’ap-

pui de groupes spécifiques, exige au contraire des

grands  qu ’ i l s  e s sa ient  de  surmonter  e t

d’accommoder les disparités régionales. Or, les

grands partis n’ont généralement pas été à la hau-

teur de cette tâche, particulièrement quand il s’est

agi des problèmes de l’Ouest. À ce chapitre, les

réussites les plus spectaculaires, celles du Parti

progressiste-conservateur, n’ont été obtenues qu’à

l’aide de coalitions totalement incohérentes. On

en a vu le parfait exemple lorsque, en 1984, Brian

Mulroney tenta d’allier dans une même coalition

les nationalistes québécois et, hors Québec, les élé-

ments les plus farouchement opposés aux reven-

dications de cette province. Jusqu’à 1984, le Parti

progressiste-conservateur s’était développé en

absorbant une bonne part de l’élan que les tiers

partis avait imprimé au système. C’est le Nouveau

Parti démocratique qui, au fur et à mesure qu’il

prit l’allure d’un grand parti, absorba le reste de

ces forces vives. On se souviendra de 1993 comme

de l’année qui marqua l’éclatement de la coalition

conservatrice. 

La possibilité d’une consolidation de la droite

semble fort mince. D’entrée de jeu, il faut recon-

naître que, dans l’ancienne coalition conserva-

trice, l’aile nationaliste québécoise ne véhiculait

pas de manière manifeste des idées de droite. Seul

le Parti progressiste-conservateur aurait quelque

chance de récupérer cet appui; mais un tel exploit

viendrait confirmer ce que ce parti a d’irrecevable

aux yeux de la droite dans le reste du pays. Pour

des raisons inverses, le Parti réformiste, devenu

l’Alliance canadienne, a peu de chances de se

déployer dans tout le Canada. Tout cela confère au

Parti libéral du Canada une solide position

stratégique et fait de lui la seule formation sus-

ceptible de prendre le pouvoir. Le maintien des

libéraux au pouvoir pourrait ainsi devenir pour

longtemps une solution acceptable, ne serait-ce

que  comme un p i s -a l ler  qu ’on  é l i t  sans

enthousiasme. Mais cela marquerait sans doute la

fin de l’alternance des partis à la tête du gou-

vernement fédéral, alternance qui a toujours servi

de pivot aux régimes démocratiques inspirés du

modèle de Westminster. C’est pourquoi le temps

est peut-être enfin venu d’étudier sérieusement

les projets de réforme de notre système électoral,

et en particulier l’instauration de la représenta-

tion proportionnelle. 
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Summary

Since 1993, only the Liberal party seems

poised to govern. Its popular base is weak and geo-

graphically unrepresentative, however, and its

strength in Parliament is mainly a reflection of

the fragmentation of the opposition. This frag-

mentation effectively excludes some parties from

the game even as the opposition parties most able

to achieve representation are limited in their abil-

ity or willingness to grow. The system thus deliv-

ers sharply disproportionate outcomes but no

longer facilitates real alternation in power. There

is a strong suggestion that voters are turning their

backs on the system. 

If some of the causes of fragmentation and

withdrawal are universal, the particular form they

take in Canada at the Millennium requires refer-

ence to history and geography, as the latter are

processed by the country’s First Past the Post elec-

toral system. The system encourages small parties

to emphasize sectional appeals, but requires large

parties to try and bridge regional differences.

Large parties have usually failed to bridge all the

gaps, especially in relation to the West. The most

spectacularly successful bridging of gaps, by the

Conservative party, created radically incoherent

coalitions. The extreme case was the coalition

assembled by Brian Mulroney in 1984, which

managed to join nationalists within Quebec to the

elements outside Quebec most opposed to that

province’s claims. Before 1984, the Conservative

party grew by absorbing much of the system’s ear-

lier third-party impulse. The rest of that impulse

was absorbed by the NDP, as the latter came to look

more and more like a major party. The Conserva-

tive coalition’s explosion is the biggest part of the

1993 story. 

The prospects for future consolidation of the

right seem bleak. The Quebec nationalist part of

the old coalition was not obviously an expression

of right-wing politics to begin with. Only the

Conservative party itself would have any realis-

tic prospect of attracting this support back, and

success in doing so would simply confirm that

party’s unacceptability to the rest of the right

outside Quebec. Reform, now the Alliance, is lim-

ited in its growth potential for mirror-image rea-

sons. This leaves the Liberal party in a strategi-

cally powerful "interior" position, the only

feasible party of national governance. The Lib-

erals may be broadly acceptable for a long

period, sometimes as a tepidly regarded second-

best. But it means that alternation of single-party

governments, the life-blood of democratic poli-

tics in Westminster-type systems, is now highly

unlikely. Thus, the time may finally have come

for serious consideration of proposals for change

in the electoral system, in particular for Propor-

tional Representation.
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