
Social Cleavages and Party Systems



A political party can be thought of as a group of people that
includes those who hold office and those who help get and keep
them there.



Political parties serve four main purposes:

1. Structure the political world

2. Recruitment and socialization of political elite

3. Mobilization of the masses

4. The link between rulers and the ruled



A nonpartisan democracy is a democracy with no official political
parties.

A single-party system is one in which only one political party is
legally allowed to hold power.

A one-party dominant system is one in which multiple parties may
legally operate but in which only one particular party has a realistic
chance of gaining power.

A two-party system is one in which only two major political parties
have a realistic change of holding power.

A multiparty system is one in which more than two parties have a
realistic change of holding power.



The effective number of parties is a measure that captures both
the number and the size of parties in a country.

The measure weights larger parties greater than smaller parties.



The effective number of electoral parties is a measure of the
number of parties that win votes: 1∑

v2i
.

The effective number of legislative parties is a measure of the
number of parties that win seats: 1∑

s2i
.



Why are some party systems divided primarily along ethnic lines,
while others are divided mainly along class, religious, linguistic, or
regional ones?



One of the roles of parties is to represent social cleavages.

• Urban-rural cleavage

• Confessional cleavage

• Secular-clerical cleavage

• Class cleavage

• Post-materialist cleavage

• Ethnic and linguistic cleavages



Individuals have a repertoire of attributes – religion, language,
class, gender etc. – that makes them eligible for membership in
some identity category.



An attribute is a characteristic that qualifies an individual for
membership in an identity category.

• Attributes are given and self-evident.

An identity category is a social group in which an individual can
place herself.

• Identity categories are socially constructed.
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ethnic lines, whereas others are divided mainly along class, religious, linguistic, or regional 
ones? What determines which social cleavages become politicized and salient? In sum, what 
explains why we get the types of parties that we do? Unfortunately, comparative political 
scientists have only just begun to examine these sorts of questions in any great detail. As yet, 
they have not developed a fully worked-out theory of politicized cleavages. Nonetheless, 
recent research suggests that the distribution of individual attributes in society and the elec-
toral institutions in a country are likely to be key parts of any such theory (Chandra 2004, 
2006; Chandra and Boulet 2012; Posner 2004, 2005).4 In what follows, we present the general 
contours of this research, drawing heavily on insights from Chandra and Boulet (2012).

The basic premise in this new research is that individuals are multifaceted and have a 
repertoire of attributes, such as religion, language, class, gender, skin color, and so on, that 

makes them eligible for membership in some identity 
category or social group. The attributes of individuals 
can obviously take on different values. For example, 
consider the attribute of religion. An individual might 
be Catholic, Protestant, Jewish, Muslim, Hindu, atheist, 

or something else. In Table 14.4, we list some attributes that individuals might have and pos-
sible values that these attributes can take on. Chandra and Boulet (2012) take an individual’s 
attributes as given, self-evident, and sticky (hard to change). In contrast, they assume that 
identity categories are socially constructed. In other words, whether identity categories or 
social groups form around all workers, just black workers, just male workers, or just black 
male workers who are tall and who happen to be political scientists, and so on, is not some-
thing that is natural or objective but something that is determined by the choices of social 
actors over time (and the institutional context in which they make those choices). By taking 

4. The roots of this recent research can be traced to Laitin (1986, 1992, 1998).

An attribute is a characteristic that qualifies an 
individual for membership in an identity category. An 
identity category is a social group in which an 
individual can place herself.

Table 14.4      Individual Attributes and Possible Attribute Values

Attribute Possible attribute values

Class Worker, bourgeoisie

Skin color Black, white

Nationality English, American, Nigerian

Profession Political scientist, plumber, doctor

Region North, south, east, west

Origin Foreign, native

Height Tall, short
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attributes as given but identity categories as socially constructed, Chandra and Boulet (2012) 
provide a “thinly constructivist” approach to political identity formation.

Assignment to an identity category or social group, either by oneself or by someone else, 
will involve a shared understanding about the ways in which possession of certain attributes 
corresponds to membership in particular groups. This shared understanding is likely to have 
been built up over many years, decades, centuries, or even longer. As an example, suppose 
that a country’s population is divided according to the region (North or South) and language 
(French or Dutch) associated with one’s parents and that a social understanding has devel-
oped over the years that “who you are” is related to your ancestral language and region. 
Potential identity categories in this country would, therefore, be drawn from the possible 
combinations of these two attributes. The attributes of individuals in this country will obvi-
ously be distributed in a particular way. In Table 14.5, we list the two attributes in our hypo-
thetical country and the proportion of the population (a, b, c, d) embodying each possible 
combination of attributes.

Table 14.5 
    �Attributes and Possible Combinations of Attributes  

in a Hypothetical Country

French speaker Dutch speaker

Northerner a b

Southerner c d

Note: Letters indicate the proportion of the population embodying each possible combination of attributes.

In Table 14.6, we list all nine of the potential identity categories (social groups) that could 
be formed (socially constructed) in our hypothetical country. These “potential” identity 
categories are sometimes referred to as “latent” identity categories. But which of the potential 
identity categories shown in Table 14.6 will be “activated” or “politicized”? The answer to this 
question is not immediately obvious.

To some extent, how attributes map onto actual identity categories is likely to depend on 
the distribution and correlation of those attributes. For example, if the attributes are uncor-
related (not associated) with each other and fairly evenly distributed across the population, 
then there may be a propensity for each combination of attributes to be thought of as a sepa-
rate identity group and activated as such. For example, suppose that the attributes in our 
hypothetical country are uncorrelated and that the population is evenly distributed as in 
Table 14.7. In this scenario, our hypothetical country is said to have cross-cutting attributes. 
All other things being equal, the identity categories (northerner, southerner, French speaker, 
Dutch speaker) are equally distinctive and, presumably, equally likely to be activated. Indeed, 
either of these cleavages—North versus South or French speaking versus Dutch speaking—is 
as likely to be activated and politicized as the four-way cleavage (French-speaking northerner, 
Dutch-speaking northerner, French-speaking southerner, Dutch-speaking southerner).
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Now suppose that the attributes in our hypothetical country are highly correlated as in 
Table 14.8. When attributes are highly correlated like this, then the effective number of attri-

bute repertoires is likely to be smaller. A country with 
highly correlated attributes is said to have reinforcing 
attributes. In regard to our hypothetical country in 
Table 14.8, this is because knowing that a person’s family 
is from the North allows one to predict with a fair 

amount of confidence that his or her ancestral language is Dutch; similarly, knowing that a 
person’s family is from the South allows one to predict that his or her ancestral language is 
likely to be French. In such circumstances it seems plausible, all other things being equal, to 
predict that the identity categories that will be activated or politicized will be “French-
speaking southerners” and “Dutch-speaking northerners.” In fact, a similar distribution of 
attributes to that shown in Table 14.8 is found in contemporary Belgium. Belgium is a coun-
try that is profoundly cleaved along ethnolinguistic and regional lines. Indeed, Belgians are 
constitutionally divided into three communities: a French-speaking community that lives 
primarily in the South (Wallonia), a Dutch-speaking community that lives primarily in the 

Potential identity category Size

Northerner a + b

Southerner c + d

French speaker a + c

Dutch speaker b + d

Northerner and French speaker a

Northerner and Dutch speaker b

Southerner and French speaker c

Southerner and Dutch speaker d

Everyone a + b + c + d

Note: Letters indicate the proportion of the population embodying the potential identity category shown.

Potential Identity Categories in a Hypothetical 
CountryTable  14.6

Table 14.7      Cross-Cutting Attributes

French speaker Dutch speaker

Northerner 0.25 0.25

Southerner 0.25 0.25

A country with uncorrelated attributes has cross-
cutting attributes (cleavages), whereas a country 
with correlated attributes has reinforcing 
attributes (cleavages).



How attributes map onto actual identity categories depends on the
distribution and correlation of those attributes.

A country with uncorrelated attributes has cross-cutting attributes
(cleavages).

A country with correlated attributes has reinforcing attributes
(cleavages).
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Potential Identity Categories in a Hypothetical 
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Table 14.7      Cross-Cutting Attributes

French speaker Dutch speaker

Northerner 0.25 0.25

Southerner 0.25 0.25

A country with uncorrelated attributes has cross-
cutting attributes (cleavages), whereas a country 
with correlated attributes has reinforcing 
attributes (cleavages).

North vs. South and French-speaking vs. Dutch-speaking are as
equally likely to be activated as French-speaking Northerner,
Dutch-speaking Northerner, French-speaking Southerner, or
Dutch-speaking Southerner.
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North (Flanders), and a small German-speaking community that lives primarily in the East 
in a region that was part of Germany before World War I.

Clearly, the division of the people of Belgium into separate ethnic “communities” is the 
product of deep-seated historical processes. For example, the East-West line dividing 
French-speaking Wallonia from Dutch-speaking Flanders has been said to mark the north-
ernmost reaches of the Roman province of Gaul in the fourth century. Thus, the line repre-
sents, in many ways, a historic dividing line between Frankish and Germanic cultures. If one 
drives through the region, one can immediately sense the change as one travels between 
towns such as Lille and Charleroi on the southern side of the line and Ghent and Leuven on 
the northern side. It is hard to overstate the cultural and political salience of such a 
boundary—a boundary, we should note, that is centuries older than the Mason-Dixon Line 
that is said to divide the North and South in the United States.

Although it is hard to overstate the salience of these types of boundaries, it is important 
to recognize that many such divisions exist around the world, and their salience rises and 
falls in different periods and different places. This variation in salience suggests that we 
should look for other factors that might influence which potential identity categories in a 
society get activated or politicized. The electoral rules that we examined in the previous 
chapter are one such factor. Different electoral rules can lead to the activation of different 
identity categories in countries that have identical distributions of attributes. For example, 
imagine that we have two countries, A and B, in which attributes are identically distributed 
as shown in Table 14.9. The only difference between the two countries is that the electoral 
institutions in country A are such that gaining national office requires 50 percent of the vote 
and the electoral institutions in country B are such that gaining national office requires 60 
percent of the vote. How do you think this difference in electoral rules will influence which 
identity categories will get activated or politicized in the two countries? If you were a political 

Table 14.8      Reinforcing Attributes

French speaker Dutch speaker

Northerner 0.03 0.57

Southerner 0.36 0.04

Table 14.9      A Hypothetical Distribution of Attributes

French speaker Dutch speaker

Northerner 0.40 0.10

Southerner 0.40 0.10

The identity categories that are likely to be activated are
Dutch-speaking Northerners and French-speaking Southerners.



Electoral rules also influence which cleavages become politicized.
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The distribution of cleavages also matters.
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French speaker Dutch speaker

Northerner 0.25 0.35

Southerner 0.25 0.15

An Alternative Hypothetical Distribution  
of AttributesTable  14.10

ALLIES OR ADVERSARIES? CHEWAS AND TUMBUKAS  
IN ZAMBIA AND MALAWI

In a 2004 article in the American Political Science Review, Daniel Posner examines why cultural 
differences become politicized in some contexts but not others. Specifically, he tries to explain 
why two ethnic groups, Chewas and Tumbukas, are allies in Zambia but adversaries in Malawi. 
Zambia and Malawi are two neighboring countries in sub-Saharan Africa. The border between 
the two countries was arbitrarily drawn by the British South Africa Company in 1891. No 
attention was paid to the distribution of ethnic groups when the border was drawn, so 
roughly two-thirds of all Chewas and Tumbukas found themselves living in Malawi, whereas 
the remaining third found themselves living in Zambia.

In his study of the Chewas and Tumbukas, Posner examined life in four villages along the 
Malawi-Zambia border. Two of the four villages were Chewa villages—one was just inside 
Malawi, and the other was just a few miles away across the border in Zambia. The other two 
villages were Tumbuka villages—again, one was just inside Malawi, and the other was just a 
few miles away in Zambia. Using survey questions, Posner first attempted to see if the Chewas 
and Tumbukas really were distinct cultural and ethnic groups. On numerous important 
dimensions, he found that they were. For example, he found that Chewas speak Chichewa 
and dance the nyau, whereas Tumbukas speak Chitumbuka and dance the vinbuza. In 
addition, he found that although Tumbuka parents must pay seven cows to have their 
daughters married, Chewa parents need pay only one chicken. These cultural and ethnic 
differences between Chewas and Tumbukas were equally strong in Malawi and Zambia. In 
other words, Chewas and Tumbukas represented distinct identity categories in both countries.

To examine whether these identity categories were actually salient and politicized, Posner 
asked other survey questions. One question asked whether the respondent would vote for a 
presidential candidate from the other ethnic group. Sixty-one percent of Chewas and 
Tumbukas in Malawi said that they would not vote for a presidential candidate from the other 
ethnic group; in contrast, just 21 percent of Chewas and Tumbukas in Zambia made a similar 
statement. A second survey question asked whether the respondent would marry a member 
of the other ethnic group. Fifty-five percent of the Chewas and Tumbukas in Malawi said that 
they would not marry a member of the other ethnic group; in contrast, just 24 percent of 
those in Zambia made a similar statement. These (and other) survey results clearly indicate that 

Box  14.3

Country C: Gaining national office requires 60% of the vote.

Country D: Gaining national office requires 60% of the vote.
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Box  14.3

Country C: French vs. Dutch (linguistic cleavage).

Country B: North vs. South (regional cleavage).



2
3 of Chewas and Tumbukas live in Malawi, and 1

3 live in Zambia.

Puzzle:

• Malawi: Chewas and Tumbukas are arch political enemies.

• Zambia: Chewas and Tumbukas are political allies.
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FIGURE 1. Research Sites 

Mwase Lundazi, Zambia 
Kapopo, Malawi 

Mkanda, Zambia Mkanda, Malawi 

pairs was the fact that Mkanda (Zambia) and Mwase- 
Lundazi were on the Zambian side of the border and 
Mkanda (Malawi) and Kapopo were on the Malawian 
side. 

I began my work at each of the four research sites 
by visiting the local chief to present my credentials 
and request his permission to carry out interviews in 
the surrounding area. Having granted his permission, 
the chief would then provide a messenger to accom- 
pany my research team to the neighboring subvillages, 
where we would repeat this process with the local 
headmen before actually beginning the survey work. 
Though tedious and time-consuming, such formalities 
are essential for village-level work of the sort we were 
undertaking. The time it took for introductions to 
be made and permissions to be granted allowed for 
news of our business in the area-and, critically, word 

that this business had been approved by the chief-to 
filter through the community. This was indispensable 
for securing the willing cooperation of our respon- 
dents. It was also particularly important given that the 
survey we were administering required respondents 
to make candid statements about potentially sensitive 
subjects. 

We interviewed 42 respondents in each of the two 
Zambian villages and 48 respondents in each of the 
two Malawian villages, for a total sample of 180. We 
selected respondents through a random stratified quota 
sampling procedure (with stratification by gender and 
age) from every third unrelated household.8 The sur- 
veys were conducted in the respondent's local language 

8 Age categories were 18-26, 26-44, and 45+ years. Each category 
contains approximately one-third of the voting-age population. 

532 



There are recognizable cultural differences between Chewas and
Tumbukas.

• Chewas speak Chichewa, while Tumbukas speak Chitumbuka.

• Chewas dance nyau, while Tumbukas dance vinbuza.

• Chewa parents want a chicken for their daughter, while
Tumbuka parents want seven cows.



Would a member of your ethnic group vote for a presidential
candidate from the other ethnic group?

• Zambia: 21% said “No”.

• Malawi: 61% said “No”.



Would you marry a member from the other ethnic group?

• Zambia: 24% said “No”.

• Malawi: 55% said “No”.



Chewas and Tumbukas are allies in Zambia and enemies in Malawi.

Why?



The two countries employ the same electoral system – SMDP.

They have both had similar party systems.

They are both former British colonies.



Malawi

• Chewas (57%) and Tumbukas (12%).

• Given their size and electoral system, it makes sense to
politicize the Chewa-Tumbuka division.

• Malawi Congress Party (MCP) is seen as the Chewa party.

• Alliance for Democracy (AFORD) is seen as the Tumbuka
party.



Zambia

• Chewas (7%) and Tumbukas (4%).

• Given their size and electoral system, it does not make sense
to politicize the Chewa-Tumbuka division.

• The division is between the Easterners (Chewas and
Tumbukas), Northerners, Westerners, and Southerners.

• Chewas and Tumbukas have to work together if they hope to
win political power.



The logic of political competition focuses voter and elite attention
on some cleavages and not others.

Politicians seek to build winning political coalitions.

Not all cultural and ethnic divisions become politicized.
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NUMBER OF PARTIES: DUVERGER’S THEORY
Although comparative political scientists currently lack a strong understanding of which 
parties will form in a country, we know a fair amount about how many parties will form.

Social Cleavages
Our current understanding of the factors influencing the size of party systems is due, in 
large part, to the seminal work of a French political scientist, Maurice Duverger ([1954] 
1963). Duverger argued that the primary engine behind the formation of political parties 
can be found in social divisions—the more divisions there are, the greater the demand for 
political parties to form (Afonso Da Silva 2006; Clark and Golder 2006). In effect, he 
believed that there is some natural tendency for cleavages within society, such as those dis-
cussed earlier, to be represented in the party system. We should recall from our earlier dis-
cussion, though, that it is not just the number of cleavages per se but the way in which 
membership in society is distributed across those divisions that determines the pressures for 
distinctive representation.

Politicized Cleavages and the Role of Electoral 
InstitutionsFigure  14.1

Politicized social cleavages

Electoral institutions

Latent social cleavages

 

words, each country has a certain set of latent social cleavages that is determined by its dis-
tribution of individual attributes. Which of these latent social cleavages become politicized, 
though, is going to be influenced by the electoral institutions employed in that country. This 
causal story is illustrated in Figure 14.1. An implication of this story is that the cleavages that 
are politicized and, hence, the types of parties that exist in a country can change either 
because the underlying set of latent social cleavages changes or because the electoral rules 
change or both.



Why do some countries have many parties and others have few?



Duverger’s Theory

• Social divisions are the primary driving force behind the
formation of parties.

• Electoral institutions influence how social divisions are
translated into political parties.



Social cleavages matter.

The more social cleavages there are and the more that these
cleavages are cross-cutting, the greater the demand for distinctive
representation and the greater the demand for political parties.
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For example, imagine that two societies, A and B, have the same number of identity attri-
butes as each other. Let’s suppose that the identity attributes are income, place of origin, and 
religion. Our two hypothetical countries might be from Latin America, where divisions 
between the rich and poor, European and indigenous populations, and Catholics and 
Protestants are common. In both of our hypothetical countries, let’s imagine that exactly half 
the citizens are rich and half are poor, half have European ancestry and half have indigenous 
ancestry, and half are Catholic and half are Protestant.

In country A, we will assume that exactly half of the rich people are European and half 
are indigenous; half of the rich European people and half of the poor indigenous people are 
Catholic. The full distribution of identity attributes in country A is shown in Table 14.11. As 
you can see, the attributes that might contribute to the formation of identity categories are 
evenly distributed. This means that country A is entirely characterized by cross-cutting 
cleavages—there is no correlation between one’s income level, one’s place of origin, and one’s 
religion. As a result, this means that there is a whole host of identity categories—rich, rich 
Catholic, rich Protestant, rich European, rich indigenous, rich Catholic European, rich 
Protestant European, and so on—that are equally distinctive and, presumably, equally likely 
to be activated.8 According to Duverger, and assuming that policy preferences are associated 
with wealth, place of origin, and religious confession, the “engine” of social forces in country 
A is propelling the party system toward a large multiparty system.

In contrast to country A, let’s assume that some of the attributes that might map onto 
identity categories are perfectly correlated in country B. Specifically, we’ll imagine that 
although exactly half of the rich and poor people are of European descent as in country A, 
all rich people are Catholic, and all poor people are Protestant. The full distribution of iden-
tity attributes in country B is shown in Table 14.12. As you can see, the distribution of attri-
butes reveals a mixture of both cross-cutting and reinforcing cleavages. As in country A, the 

8. We are deliberately ignoring the effect of the country’s electoral system at this point.

European Indigenous

Catholic Protestant Catholic Protestant Total

Rich 12.5 12.5 12.5 12.5 50.0

Poor 12.5 12.5 12.5 12.5 50.0

Total 25.0 25.0 25.0 25.0

The Distribution of Identity Attributes in Hypothetical 
Country A (Percentages)Table  14.11
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income and place of origin cleavages are cross-cutting—knowing someone’s place of origin 
is of no help in predicting that person’s income. Unlike in country A, though, the income and 
religious cleavages are now reinforcing—knowing someone’s religion allows one to predict 
which income group he or she is from. As the distribution of attributes in Table 14.12 indi-
cates, there are now, in some sense, only four latent identity categories to be represented by 
the party system: rich Catholic Europeans, rich Catholic indigenous people, poor Protestant 
Europeans, and poor Protestant indigenous people. In other words, the total number of 
latent identity categories is considerably lower in country B than in country A even though 
both countries have the same three cleavages—income, place of origin, and religion. It 
should be clear that if one’s place of origin was also perfectly correlated with income—for 
example, if all rich citizens had European ancestry and all poor citizens had indigenous 
ancestry—then there would be only two latent groups needing representation: rich Catholic 
Europeans and poor Protestant indigenous people.

The key aspect of a country’s social structure influencing the demand for the number of 
parties, therefore, is not necessarily the total number of cleavages in a country but rather the 
total number of cross-cutting cleavages. As you might suspect, most cleavages in a country 
will not be perfectly cross-cutting or perfectly reinforcing as in our example. The same logic 
as that outlined above, however, suggests that the social pressure for distinctive representa-
tion (and a large party system) depends on the number of cleavages in a country and 
increases with the degree to which these cleavages are cross-cutting rather than reinforcing.

Electoral Institutions
Although Duverger believed that social divisions create the demand for political parties, he 
argued that electoral institutions play an important role in determining whether this latent 
demand for representation actually leads to the existence of new political parties. Recall the 
earlier claim that European societies have seen the emergence of a new post-materialist 
cleavage since the 1960s (Inglehart 1977). If social cleavages were the only factor influencing 
the size of party systems, then all European countries should have experienced an increase 

The Distribution of Identity Attributes in Hypothetical 
Country B (Percentages)Table  14.12

European Indigenous

Catholic Protestant Catholic Protestant Total

Rich 25.0  0.0 25.0  0.0 50.0

Poor  0.0 25.0  0.0 25.0 50.0

Total 25.0 25.0 25.0 25.0



Electoral institutions matter.

• Social cleavages create the demand for political parties.

• But electoral institutions determine whether this latent
demand for representation leads to the existence of new
parties.

• Specifically, non-proportional or non-permissive electoral
systems act as a brake on the tendency for social cleavages to
be translated into new parties.



Mechanical effect of electoral laws.

• The mechanical effect of electoral laws refers to the way votes
are translated into seats.

• When electoral systems are disproportional, the mechanical
effect punishes small parties and rewards large parties.
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district, at least one of the other parties always wins more votes than this. As a result, the 
Green Party does not win a single legislative seat under the SMDP electoral system.

In Figure 14.3a, we illustrate the distribution of legislative seats if the pattern in the 
twenty districts shown in Figure 14.2 is reproduced throughout Duvergerland. The Labor 
and Business parties each get close to 50 percent of the seats in the legislature and the Green 
Party goes completely unrepresented even though it won 20 percent of the vote. Simply as a 
result of the way in which votes are translated into seats—the mechanical effect of the SMDP 
system—a party in Duvergerland that receives 20 percent of the population’s support 
receives 0 percent of the legislative seats being contested. Moreover, although there is clearly 
support for three parties in the electorate, there are only two parties in the legislature.

Now contrast the way this same distribution of votes would have been translated into 
seats if Duvergerland had used a proportional representation system in a single national 
district. Given that the Green Party won 20 percent of the vote, it now obtains twenty legisla-
tive seats. This distribution of seats in this new legislature is shown in Figure 14.3b. As you 
can see, the fate of the small party—the Green Party—is substantially different under the two 
different electoral systems. The Green Party goes from controlling 20 percent of the legisla-
tive seats under PR to being excluded entirely from the legislature under SMDP. This reduc-
tive effect in the representation of the small party, as well as the electoral bonus given to the 

Duvergerland: A Hypothetical Country Using an SMDP 
Electoral SystemFigure  14.2

Business

Labor

Green

 



Principles of Comparative Politics626

two large parties, is a direct result of the mechanical effect of the majoritarian SMDP elec-
toral system employed in Duvergerland.

The mechanical effect of the SMDP electoral system that reduces the number of parties in 
the legislature by penalizing parties that win smaller shares of the vote is not just a matter of 
theoretical interest. In Table 14.13 we report the electoral returns for the St. Ives constituency 
during the 1992 legislative elections in the United Kingdom. In these elections, the 
Conservative Party candidate, David Harris, edges out the Liberal Democrat candidate, 
Andrew George, by fewer than 2,000 votes. Harris, who won just under 43 percent of the vote, 
becomes the sole representative of the St. Ives constituency. In contrast, Andrew George, who 
was supported by 40 percent of the voters in his constituency, is awarded nothing.

If the type of situation that occurred in the St. Ives constituency is repeated in a large 
number of constituencies, the “winner-take-all” logic of SMDP systems can lead to the intro-
duction of a large gap between the share of votes that a party obtains and the share of seats 

Distribution of Seats in Duvergerland under SMDP and 
PR Electoral RulesFigure  14.3
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Legislative Elections Results, St. Ives Constituency, 
United Kingdom, 1992Table  14.13

Votes % of Vote

David Harris (Conservative) 24,528 42.9

Andrew George (Liberal Democrat) 22,883 40.1

Stephen Warr (Labour) 9,144 16.0

Graham Stevens (Liberal) 577  1.0

Harris is elected
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that it ultimately wins. In Table 14.14 we show some fairly typical national election results 
from the United Kingdom. One thing to notice about these results is that both of the two 
larger parties—the Conservatives and Labour—won about 20 percent more seats than their 
percentage of votes would suggest that they should have won. In the case of the Conservative 
Party, this “electoral bonus,” which resulted from the mechanical way in which the SMDP 
system translates votes into seats, was enough to turn an electoral plurality into a legislative 
majority.9 This type of legislative majority is sometimes referred to as a “manufactured” 
majority. The other thing to notice is that the smaller party—the Liberal Democrats—won 
only 3.1 percent of the legislative seats even though it won 17.8 percent of the vote. In 
Figure 14.4 we illustrate graphically how the mechanical effect of the SMDP electoral system 

9. The tendency for this to happen is the reason why some scholars refer to SMDP systems as “majoritarian” systems despite 
the fact that only a plurality of the votes in a district, not a majority, is needed to win a seat.

Legislative Elections Results, National Totals, United 
Kingdom, 1992 (Percentages)Table  14.14

Votes Seats

Conservative 41.9 51.6

Labour 34.9 41.6

Liberal Democrats 17.8 3.1

Others 5.4 3.7

Total 100 100

Distribution of Votes and Seats in Legislative Elections 
in the United Kingdom, 1992Figure  14.4
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Strategic effect of electoral laws.

• The strategic effect of electoral laws refers to how the way in
which votes are translated into seats influences the ‘strategic’
behavior of voters and political elites.



When electoral systems are disproportional, their mechanical effect
can be expected to punish small parties and reward large parties.

As a result, voters have an incentive to engage in strategic voting
and political elites have an incentive to engage in strategic entry.



Strategic effect of electoral laws.

1. Strategic voting essentially means voting for your most
preferred candidate or party that has a realistic chance of
winning.

2. Strategic entry refers to the decision by political elites about
whether to enter the political scene under the label of their
most preferred party or under the label of their most preferred
party that has a realistic chance of winning.
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Legislative Elections Results, St. Ives Constituency, 
United Kingdom, 1992Table  14.13

Votes % of Vote

David Harris (Conservative) 24,528 42.9

Andrew George (Liberal Democrat) 22,883 40.1

Stephen Warr (Labour) 9,144 16.0

Graham Stevens (Liberal) 577  1.0

Harris is elected

Preference ordering: Labour>Liberal Democrat>Conservative

• Sincere voting: Labour

• Strategic voting: Liberal Democrat



Imagine that you are an aspiring political entrepreneur who has an
interest in environmental politics.

If you lived in Duvergerland, which party would you join – greens,
labor, or business?

Strategic entry means that small parties are less likely to attract
high-quality candidates and funding, or even form in the first place,
in a disproportional country.
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Duverger’s law: Single-member district plurality systems encourage two-party systems.
Duverger’s hypothesis: Proportional representation electoral rules favor multiparty systems.

Unfortunately, it turns out that the simple prediction that we should expect to find two-
party systems when SMDP electoral laws are employed is a valid inference from Duverger’s 
broader theory only when some auxiliary assumptions are satisfied. As Duverger himself 
noted, the logic by which the mechanical and strategic effects of SMDP electoral systems 
produce two-party systems works only at the district, and not the national, level (see 
Box 14.4, “Nationalizing Party Systems”). To see why, recall our example from the St. Ives 
constituency in the United Kingdom. If voters know that the Labour Party has no chance of 

Party Systems: Social Cleavages and the Modifying 
Effect of Electoral InstitutionsFigure  14.6

Politicized social cleavages

Electoral institutions

Latent social cleavages

Electoral partiesDuverger’s
theory

Strategic effect of
electoral laws

Legislative parties

Mechanical effect of
electoral laws

 



Principles of Comparative Politics638

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



Technically, Duverger’s theory only holds at the district level.

In effect, there can be more parties competing nationally than
there are, on average, competing in each district.

A party system is nationalized if the local and national party
systems are of similar size.
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government spending increased almost tenfold as a proportion of gross national product as 
well. In effect, holding national office became increasingly important in the 1930s. Minor 
parties that were unable to credibly compete for national office were therefore at a strategic 
disadvantage, and the party system became nationalized.

Hicken (2009) has built on this argument to suggest that the extent to which power is 
shared between different branches of the national government also matters. If political power 
is centralized in the national government and this power is not shared between different 
branches of government, the value of holding national office is especially high. This creates 
even greater incentives for political parties to solve cross-district coordination problems, such 
as those highlighted in our Strategic Entry Game. The result is a party system in which 
Duvergerian dynamics are reflected at both the national and the district level.

Another factor that influences the nationalization of party systems is the presence of 
presidential elections (M. Golder 2006; Stoll 2015). The presidency is nearly always the most 
important electoral prize in a presidential democracy. There is typically, however, only a small 
number of viable presidential candidates because only one person can become the president. 
Given the importance of the presidency, parties that do not have a viable presidential 
candidate, even if they are electorally strong in their local regions, are likely to find themselves 
abandoned by both voters and political entrepreneurs at election time. Parties that have a 
national base and hence viable presidential candidates will naturally benefit from this strategic 

Number of Parties at the National and District Levels 
in the United States, 1790–1990Figure  14.7
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What explains the nationalization of party systems?

• Fiscal centralization.

• Political centralization.

• Concurrent presidential elections.

• National cleavage patterns.


