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Government is the term used to describe:
• the system of rules used to run a community
• the people who make and administer those rules.

Communities can be very large or very small, ranging from 
countries with hundreds of millions of people (such as China, 
India, USA, and Brazil) to tiny townships such as Naseby in 
central Otago, with a population of fewer than 100, or Pukekura 
on the West Coast of the South Island with an offi cial population 
of only two. Generally speaking, the larger the community, the 
more complex a government it requires.

In most modern democracies, people are debating the extent 
to which a government should involve itself in the lives of its 
people. More involvement (‘big’ government) often means more 
regulations and restrictions; it often costs more money as well. 
People who support ‘little’ government (government that is less 
involved in people’s lives) generally tend to favour fewer taxes 
and less government support.

Human beings are social animals. We tend to 
congregate together and form societies. In the earliest 
days of history, society was usually based around the 
family. Clans and tribes were extended families, where 
people were connected by a common ancestral link.

Even today, members of tribes share a common 
 lineage (line of descent). In New Zealand, many 
Māori identify their whānau (family) with certain hapū 
(sub-tribes), which belong to particular iwi (tribes), 
each of which can trace its descent back to the crew of 
a particular waka (canoe) on which Māori fi rst arrived 
in New Zealand.

As populations grew, societies became more complex. People 
were no longer linked by family, but by social or economic 
necessity. Leaders were required to ensure people were working 
together for the common good, and to divide tasks to ensure 
everything needed was done. Over time, leaders developed into 
tribal chiefs.

 WHAT IS GOVERNMENT?

Humans are social animals
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An absence of government is called  anarchy; like most other 
words describing types of government, this comes from the 
Greek language. Some modern anarchists believe everything 
wrong with the world can be solved by getting rid of 
government altogether and allowing people to live without rules 
or regulations. Unfortunately, whenever governments disappear 
people will try to take power for themselves. Countries with 
weak governments, such as Somalia, have to contend with 
various warlords who carve out territory for themselves and use 
intimidation and force to get people to do what they are told. 
Anarchy often leads to confl ict as strong leaders try to seize 
power, and laws are ignored.

 Activity: What is government? Answers – see RESOURCES

1. Why do you think larger communities need a more complex government than smaller ones 
need?

2. Explain the difference between ‘big’ government and ‘little’ government.

3. What benefi t(s) do you think people gain from being in a group? How can having a leader add 
to the effectiveness of a group?

4. What does ‘anarchy’ mean? Why do you think some people prefer anarchy to government?

Wordlist

 lineage: direct descent from 
an ancestor; ancestry or 
pedigree

 anarchy: a society without 
leadership; a state of disorder 
where authority is not 
recognised
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Greece did not exist as one country in ancient times but was 
divided into hundreds of small city states, each with its own 
government. When the philosopher Aristotle wrote about ancient 
Greek government, he divided the city states into ‘democracies’, 
‘monarchies’, ‘oligarchies’, and ‘tyrannies’ (a ‘tyrant’ was similar 
to a dictator and, like the Roman dictator, was elected for a set 
time). Monarchy seems to have been the most common form of 
government during the Bronze Age (roughly 3000–1100 BCE), but 
by the end of the Greek Dark Ages (1100–800 BCE) most city 
states had become oligarchies. Many city states were ruled by 
tyrants by the 5th century BCE.

The map shows the many 
Greek city states in 431 BCE. 
Athens is near the centre of 
the map.

Athens and Sparta were the 
two most powerful city states. 
Sparta was a militaristic 
society ruled by two kings – 
one a military leader, the other 
a religious leader. In Athens, 
a new form of government 
was adopted in 510 BCE. A 
man named Cleisthenes had 
led a successful revolt against 
the Spartan-backed tyrant 
Isagoras, and decided that a 
new system of government 
was needed to prevent a 
return to oligarchies (rule by the aristocratic families of Athens) 
and tyrannies. Under Cleisthenes’ reforms, the people (demos) of 
Athens were given authority to make decisions in government, 
or rule (kratos), hence the form of government we know today 
as  democracy – rule by the people. While Athens’ democratic 
government lasted less than 100 years, other Greek city states 
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 Test yourself 2: MMP in New Zealand Answers – see RESOURCES

Each of the following sentences has been cut in half. Complete the sentences by matching the 
fi rst half of each sentence (numbered) with the relevant second half (lettered). For example, half-
sentence number 1 matches half-sentence c, so the correct sentence would read ‘In New Zealand, 
elections are … held once every three years’. There are two more sentence endings than sentence 
starters, so there will be two remaining.

Starters
1. In New Zealand, elections are …

2. You have to register before …

3. If you are not registered on election day …

4. People must be over the age of …

5. There are usually 120 …

6. People with Māori heritage can choose to register for either …

7. A party needs to get over 5% nationwide in the party …

8.  However, there is one exception: if a party wins an electorate seat, it can get …

9. Sometimes there can be more …

10. The Government is made up of …

Second halves
a. … you can vote.
b. … the party or parties which control more than 50% of the seats in Parliament.
c. … held once every three years.
d. … you can cast a special vote.
e. … seven Māori electorates.
f. … vote in order to get seats in parliament.
g. … seats in New Zealand’s Parliament.
h. … the Māori electorate or the general electorate for where they live, but not both.
i. … 18 to vote in New Zealand.
j. … you cannot vote in that election
k. … than 120 seats in Parliament.
l. … list seats based on its percentage party vote even if it gets less than 5%.
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Because human beings are so different, there is no one form of 
government that everyone can agree upon. The United Nations 
(UN) includes almost all the countries in the world – but makes 
no laws and has little real power.

The European Union (EU) is similar to the UN in that it is a group 
of independent countries, but unlike the UN the members of the 
European Union elect representatives to a common parliament, 
which passes laws affecting all nations within the union. Over 
time, the EU hopes to create one unifi ed, federal government 
in charge of Europe, although many people living in those 
countries remain sceptical.

While there are too many different forms of government to 
mention them all, the main ones follow. Many countries today 
have a blend of governments – e.g. New Zealand is a blend of 
democracy and monarchy.

 Democracy: Rule by the people, or by representatives chosen by the people

 Despotism: Rule by one person who treats all citizens/subjects as slaves

 Dictatorship: Rule by one person who holds complete power over the country, usually with the 
support of a political party or armed force

 Monarchy: Rule by one person (usually a king or queen); monarchs usually inherit their position 
of power and pass it on to a designated heir

 Oligarchy: Rule by a small group of people who are united either by family connections or a 
common ideology or interest

 Plutocracy: Rule by the wealthy

 Theocracy: Rule by religious leaders

Governments may take different shapes – e.g. a monarchy 
may be  absolute, which makes it more like a dictatorship, or 
 constitutional, which makes it more of a democracy. Many 
democracies are also  republics, meaning that the head of 
state is appointed or elected rather than born to that position. 
Most plutocracies and theocracies are also oligarchic, while 

 DIFFERENT TYPES OF
GOVERNMENT

Flag of Europe – yellow stars 
on dark blue background

Flag of United Nations – white 
on light blue background

An absolute monarch –
King Salman of Saudi Arabia
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 Activity: Māori society Answers – see RESOURCES

1. Use the vocabulary list to complete the following paragraph.
 Vocabulary list (it might help to cross out each word as you use it)

 birth order        cooperation        confl ict        democratic        hapū        independent        iwi        
kaumātua        rangatira        related        tuakana        unifi ed        whānau        women

Māori New Zealand never had a  , central government. All

 (tribes) were  of each other and self-governing;

their relations with one another were characterised by   and/or

 . Each iwi was made up of a number of sub-tribes or  ,

which were composed of a number of  or family groups. Māori chiefs

were known as ariki or  . Traditional Māori society was not 

– chiefs were often descended from or  to previous chiefs. Elders (called

) often gave advice in tribal meetings, and social ranking could be

determined by    ; the  , or oldest in

each family, was often given more responsibility.  were not allowed to lead

as chiefs, although many had positions of importance within their whānau, hapū, or iwi.

2. Complete the Key for the following diagram, which shows the relationships between each of 
the three main social groupings in Māoridom.

Key

I 

H 

W 

An i  (tribe) is made up

of h  (sub-tribes), each 
of which contain w 

(family groups).

Personal r  
(connections between family 
members) are at the heart of 
Māori society.
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Political parties are formed by people who have similar ideas 
about how to make the country a better place. It is easier to get 
legislation made and passed if you work collectively in a political 
party than if you are working on your own. New Zealand 
elections have been dominated by two major parties since 1936. 
The  Labour Party was founded in 1916, and was fi rst elected 
to government in 1935. The  National Party was formed in 
1936, when the two original New Zealand political parties (the 
Liberals and the United Party) merged. National was fi rst elected 
to government in 1949. In 1996, the  New Zealand First 
Party became the fi rst party other than the two main ones to 
enter government in sixty years, when it helped form a coalition 
government with National.

Labour generally favours laws that strengthen workers’ 
rights and create a more equal society through government 
intervention; National supports free enterprise and individual 
responsibility to create a wealthier society for everyone. 

In 2015 there were fi ve minor, or ‘third’, parties in Parliament, 
listed here with the date each was founded:
• ACT (1992)
• The Green Party (1990)
• Māori Party (2004)
• New Zealand First (1993)
• United Future (1997).

Some of the minor parties that are not in the 51st Parliament, 
elected in 2014, include:
• ALCP (1996)
• Conservative Party (2011)
• Internet Party (2014)
• MANA Movement (2011).

Five other political parties contested the 2014 election – 
between them, they won 0.4% of the total vote.

 NEW ZEALAND 
POLITICAL PARTIES
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 Activity: New Zealand political parties Answers – see RESOURCES

1. How many parties are represented in the 2014–17 Parliament?  Name the parties.

2. Both National and Labour want to create a better society. According to the preceding text, how 
do they differ in the way they intend to achieve that aim?

3. Carry out internet research to fi nd out about each political party’s current leader(s), and 
how many times each party has been part of the government since MMP was introduced 
in 1996. Some answers have been provided for you. (You might see the words ‘confi dence 
and supply’ mentioned; this is when a party supports the government but isn’t actually part 
of the government. ‘Confi dence and supply’ means that the party will vote in favour of the 
government if another party attempts a ‘no-confi dence’ motion – indicating that parliament 
is not confi dent of the government’s ability to do its job – and will vote in favour of the 
government’s budgets.)

Party name Name of leader(s) Length of 
time as leader

Number of times 
party has been 
in government

ACT    

ALCP   None

Conservative   None

Greens    

Internet   None

Labour    

Mana   None

Māori Party    

National    

New Zealand First    

United Future    
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For a start, you must be:

Not in prison

A New Zealand citizen

Living in New Zealand (or 
have lived in New Zealand 
during the past three years)

Over 18 years of age

Registered as an elector

If you meet all the criteria listed, then you can become a 
candidate to be elected to the House of Representatives for an 
electorate or from a party list.

To stand for Parliament in an electorate, you must be nominated 
by at least two people who are registered to vote in the district 
you want to run for, and you have to pay a deposit to the 
Returning Offi cer (who counts the votes). In 2014, the deposit 
was $300.

Selection process
People usually want to become an MP because they want to 
change something, or to make the country a better place in which 
to live, or to help other people. Generally, it is easier to become an 
MP if you belong to a political party. Candidates will win support 
because of their party’s policies, which are well known, and 
political parties have more resources to use to win votes than most 
individuals would have. However, it can sometimes be diffi cult for 
smaller parties to make their policies known to the public.

Most parties have a selection process before an election. Often, 
several people in an electorate will put their names forward but 
only one candidate can be chosen. To be a successful candidate 
you need to be a good team player, very well organised, and 
confi dent when speaking to large groups.

 WHO CAN BECOME A 
MEMBER OF PARLIAMENT?

A confi dent speaker
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Parties also select members to go on their party list. People on the 
list can become MPs if the party needs more members to make 
up its share of seats in Parliament according to the number of 
votes it wins across the whole country. If you work well within a 
political party, you may be rewarded with a position on the list.

Each party releases the names of the people on its party list in 
the months before an election.

The statement on the left of this page was made by the New 
Zealand First Party when it released its party list of 25 candidates 
in August 2014, in preparation for the forthcoming 2014 
election.

 Activity: Who can become an MP? Answers – see RESOURCES

Carry out research to describe the selection criteria and process to follow if you want to try to 
become an electorate MP.

New Zealand First is pleased 
to release the Party list for the 
2014 election. We believe the 
list is a balance of experience, 
youth, skill and ability.

These candidates … will 
seriously contribute to New 
Zealand First’s success in 2014 
and will, importantly, prepare 
the Party for the 2017 election 
as well.
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The 20th century was a time of signifi cant political change, 
with ‘new’ countries arising around the world. From, at 
most, 70 independent nations in 1900, by 2000 there were 
189 independent countries belonging to the United Nations (and 
several more that did not belong).

A main reason for the increased number of countries was 
 decolonisation, as imperial powers (particularly in Europe) 
granted independence to members of their empires – often after 
violent confl icts. New Zealand was not entirely independent 
in 1900; it was a ‘self-governing Dominion within the British 
Empire’, and gained full independence only after the New 
Zealand Parliament passed the Statute of Westminster Act on 
25 November 1947. This law gave New Zealand full control over 
relationships with other countries; 
New Zealand could now offi cially 
make its own alliances and treaties, 
choose its own trading partners, 
and declare war (or not declare war) 
independently of the United Kingdom.

The spread of democracy in the 
late 19th and early 20th centuries 
brought about signifi cant change, 
particularly in Europe, North America, 
and Australasia. When World War I 
broke out in 1914, most countries 
fi ghting on either side had some form 
of democratic election to select at 
least one branch of their government. 
However, the destructive impact of the 
Great War led a number of countries to 
shift away from democracy.

Two of those countries were Russia, which became a Communist 
state in 1917, and Germany, where democracy was constantly 
under threat between 1919 and 1933 before it became a Nazi 
(National Socialist) state under Adolf Hitler.

 ALTERNATIVES TO DEMOCRACY 
IN THE 20TH CENTURY

The last Russian imperial 
(royal) family, 1914
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