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Peter Emerson is not recognised as a prophet in his own country. He is an international authority on electoral systems who lives in a cottage on the edge of North Belfast and is almost unknown in Northern Ireland outside a few journalists, academics and Green Party activists (he has stood for the Green Party in numerous local elections). His latest book on consensual voting procedures is published by a leading German publishing house; contains a foreword by the world-renowned British philosopher, Sir Michael Dummett; and the co-author of the concluding chapter is the former Director of the Institute of Governance at Queen’s University, Professor Elizabeth Meehan. And yet the author finds it almost impossible to get this deeply serious book reviewed in broadsheet newspapers or academic journals.

Why is this? I believe there are three reasons: firstly, Emerson and his eminently sensible ‘preferendum’ – voting in order of preference from a menu of different policy options – are before their time. This book is full of expressions of hope that one day in the not too distant future, with the use of sophisticated computers and the growth in popular disillusion with majoritarian democracy, enlightened people will turn their attention to his multi-option voting systems. 
Secondly, as the author points out, politicians like electoral systems they can control, and multi-option mechanisms, whose outcomes depend not on loyal party support but on the backing of erstwhile opponents as well, are far less manageable. And thirdly, the media in particular – including this former journalist – dislikes mathematics, and real maths is needed to make these systems work. Pools and horse racing aficionados may be able to crunch complex numbers with the best of them, but most political journalists are almost innumerate.

For Emerson’s voting systems – despite his claims to the contrary –  are often not easy to fathom. Broadly there are three of them: the modified Borda count (named after a late 18th century French savant, whose voting system was used by the French Academy of Science until it was scrapped in favour of a simple majority vote by one Napoleon Bonaparte) which outlines a range of options with the aim of finding the option favoured in some form by the largest number of people; the quota Borda system, which adapts this to parliamentary elections so that every sizeable minority in society can be represented; and the Matrix vote, which uses similar principles to enable that parliament to elect a truly representative executive. 
However as the world gets more complicated, and politics tries to reflect that change, the crude reduction of nuanced and complex questions to stark choices between so-called diametric opposites (pro and anti abortion or euthanasia, GM crops, nuclear power or identity cards, to name but a few) makes real political debate more and more difficult.  And this is not only in so-called developed democracies. Emerson quotes a survey of the village court system which was aimed at overcoming the legacy of the 1990s genocide in Rwanda, carried out by a European, which led to one critic noting that “asking yes-or-no questions is very unAfrican.”  You could also say it’s very unIrish!
So maybe it is time to give the man from the cottage in Ballysillan’s hard-argued multi-option voting a chance. After all, the d’Hondt voting system currently used by the Northern Irish parties is both fiendishly complicated and, as far as Sinn Fein and the DUP are concerned, clearly not a good tool for effective government. Emerson and Elizabeth Meehan are more concerned about the implementation of their innovative ideas on a bigger, international stage.  As they point out in their conclusion: “The prevention of wars and the long-term survival of the planet depend, in part, on our ability to come to collective decisions and therefore on our ability to find a verbal and/or votal consensus.”  
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