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parties, whereas electoral laws serve as the brake pedal. Disproportional electoral systems, 
such as SMDP, depress the brake pedal and therefore prevent the engine of social division from 
producing multiparty systems. Another metaphor that describes this process focuses on how 
social divisions create a storm of policy demands and how the electoral system determines if 
those demands will be permitted to flow downstream and be translated into distinctive parties. 
Just as a dam in a river moderates the flow of water, electoral laws moderate the way social 
divisions get turned into parties (see Figure 14.6). When the dam is closed, it prevents some 
of the water from flowing downstream; when the dam is open, it permits more of the water to 
flow downstream. SMDP electoral systems are like a closed dam that, for the reasons described 
above, prevents some societal demands from being transformed into political parties. 
Proportional electoral systems are like an open dam in that they permit more of these demands 
to be translated into parties. It is for this reason that political scientists frequently say that 
proportional electoral systems are permissive and disproportional ones are nonpermissive.

As we have seen, the effect of social structure on the size of a country’s party system 
depends on the permissiveness of the electoral system. Similarly, the effect of the electoral 
system on party system size depends on a country’s social structure. Consider the four dif-
ferent scenarios shown in Table 14.15. The case in which there are many social divisions—
high social heterogeneity—and a permissive electoral system (top right) is like a river filled 
with storm water meeting an open dam. Because the dam is open, it has little effect on the 
current of the river, and most, if not all, of the water flows unimpeded downstream. In other 
words, social heterogeneity is expected to result in the formation of many parties when a PR 
electoral system permits it to. Contrast this with the case in which there are many social divi-
sions and a nonpermissive electoral system (top left). This situation is like having a storm-
filled river confront a closed dam—some of the water will not get to flow downriver and, 
instead, will form a reservoir on the upstream side of the dam. In other words, some of the 
societal demands in a socially heterogeneous country that employs a nonpermissive electoral 
system will not be translated into political parties.

The Interplay of Social Heterogeneity and Electoral 
System Permissiveness on Party System SizeTable  14.15

        Electoral System Permissiveness

Low (SMDP) High (PR) 

Social Heterogeneity

High Few parties Many parties

Low Few parties Few parties




