
Parties, Party Systems,
and Party Competition



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



Party Systems



A nonpartisan democracy has 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 the 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
.



Types of Political Parties



Where do parties come from?

The primordial, or bottom-up, view of party formation treats
parties as the natural representatives of people who share common
interests.

Parties form to represent the interests of natural divisions or social
cleavages in society.



The instrumental, or top-down, view of party formation treats
parties as teams of office seekers and focuses on the role played by
political elites and entrepreneurs.

Political parties are created by individuals who, perhaps because of
certain informational advantages, are able to discern an
opportunity to represent a previously unrepresented interest.

These political entrepreneurs may even help citizens become aware
that such an interest exists.



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



Populism

There are three necessary components to populism:

1. People-centrism

2. Anti-pluralism

3. Moralized politics



Populism has no programmatic content of its own.

It’s more of a discursive ‘wrapper’ that can be attached to a wide
range of ideologies across the left-right divide.

It’s the ‘host’ ideologies such as nationalism or environmentalism
that are ‘wrapped’ in populist discourse that give populism its
actual policy content.



When attached to nationalism, we get a right-wing and
exclusionary populism that targets immigrants and ethnic
minorities as enemies of the people.

When attached to socialism or environmentalism, we get a more
left-wing and often inclusionary populism that typically views
economic elites and capitalism as the source of societyâs problems.

Populism is used by parties on the left, the center, and the right.



Populism is a strategy that all parties can adopt.

Populism isn’t a distinct ideological party family.

Instead, we have socialist, conservative, liberal and other parties
that sometimes find it strategic to adopt populist rhetoric to sell
their policies and sometimes find it strategic not to do so.



Theorizing about Politicized 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 themself.

• Identity categories are socially constructed.



Attributes and Possible Combinations of Attributes in a
Hypothetical Country
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or Dutch) associated with one’s parents, and that a social understanding has developed over the 

years that “who you are” is related to your ancestral language and region. Potential identity cat-

egories in this country would, therefore, be drawn from the possible combinations of these two 

attributes. In Table 13.2, we list the two attributes in our hypothetical country and the propor-

tion of the population a, b, c, d embodying each possible combination of attributes.

In Table 13.3, 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 cat-

egories shown in Table 13.3 will be “activated” or “politicized?”

To some extent, how attributes map onto actual identity categories depends on the dis-

tribution and correlation of those attributes. For example, if the attributes are uncorrelated 

(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 separate identity 

group and activated as such. For example, suppose the attributes in our hypothetical country are 

French speaker Dutch speaker

Northerner a b

Southerner c d

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

TABLE 13.2 ■    Attributes and Possible Combinations of Attributes in a 

Hypothetical Country

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.

TABLE 13.3 ■    Potential Identity Categories in a Hypothetical Country
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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).



Cross-Cutting Attributes
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uncorrelated and that the population is evenly distributed as in Table 13.4. In this scenario, our 

hypothetical country is said to have cross-cutting attributes. The identity categories northerner, 

southerner, French speaker, and Dutch speaker are equally distinctive and, presumably, equally 

likely to be activated. Indeed, either of these cleavages—north versus south or French speak-

ing 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.

Now suppose the attributes in our hypothetical country are highly correlated as in Table 

13.5. When attributes are highly correlated like this, the effective number of attribute reper-

toires is likely to be smaller. A country with highly correlated attributes is said to have reinforc-

ing attributes. This is because knowing that a person’s family is from the north in Table 13.5 

allows one to predict with a fair amount of confidence that their ancestral language is Dutch. 

Similarly, knowing that a person’s family is from the south allows one to predict that their 

ancestral language is likely to be French. In such circumstances it seems plausible to predict that 

the identity categories that will be activated or politicized will be “French-speaking southern-

ers” and “Dutch-speaking northerners.”

A similar distribution of attributes to that shown in Table 13.5 is found in Belgium. Belgium 

is a country that’s profoundly cleaved along ethnolinguistic and regional lines. The division 

of the Belgian people into separate ethnic communities is the product of deep-seated histori-

cal processes. The east-west line dividing French-speaking Wallonia from Dutch-speaking 

Flanders has been said to mark the northernmost reaches of the Roman province of Gaul in the 

fourth century.

Although it’s hard to overstate the salience of these types of boundaries, it’s important to recog-

nize 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 we examined in Chapter 12 are one such factor. Different electoral rules can lead to 

the activation of different identity categories in countries that have identical distributions of attri-

butes. For example, imagine we have two countries A and B in which attributes are identically dis-

tributed as shown in Table 13.6. The only difference between the two countries is that the electoral 

French speaker Dutch speaker

Northerner 0.25 0.25

Southerner 0.25 0.25

TABLE 13.4 ■    Cross-Cutting Attributes

French speaker Dutch speaker

Northerner 0.03 0.57

Southerner 0.36 0.04

TABLE 13.5 ■    Reinforcing Attributes

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.



Reinforcing Attributes
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Although it’s hard to overstate the salience of these types of boundaries, it’s important to recog-

nize 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 we examined in Chapter 12 are one such factor. Different electoral rules can lead to 

the activation of different identity categories in countries that have identical distributions of attri-

butes. For example, imagine we have two countries A and B in which attributes are identically dis-

tributed as shown in Table 13.6. The only difference between the two countries is that the electoral 

French speaker Dutch speaker

Northerner 0.25 0.25

Southerner 0.25 0.25

TABLE 13.4 ■    Cross-Cutting Attributes

French speaker Dutch speaker

Northerner 0.03 0.57

Southerner 0.36 0.04

TABLE 13.5 ■    Reinforcing Attributes

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.

A Hypothetical Distribution of Attributes
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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 entrepreneur, which 

identity categories would you try to politicize if you wanted to gain national office?

One way to think about this is to recall the logic of building government coalitions we pre-

sented in Chapter 11. Let’s start by thinking about country A. According to the logic of “least 

minimal winning coalitions,” French-speaking northerners in country A have strong incentives 

to form a coalition with Dutch-speaking northerners. Similarly, French-speaking southerners 

have strong incentives to form a coalition with Dutch-speaking southerners. Both coalitions 

could expect to gain the required 50 percent of the vote to win national office.5 In this scenario, 

each election would effectively be decided by a flip of a coin. In fact, whoever was more effec-

tive out of the French-speaking northerners and French-speaking southerners at building ties 

with the Dutch speakers could expect to win every election. This means that political parties 

in country A are likely to compete on the basis of how effective they are at generating interlin-

guistic cooperation. By doing this, though, the political parties would, in effect, be reinforcing 

regional divisions. As a result, the main politicized cleavage in country A is likely to be regional, 

and the party system is likely to be characterized by regional parties.

What about country B where winning requires getting at least 60 percent of the vote? One 

possible scenario in country B is that a coalition will form between northern French speakers 

and southern French speakers. Such a coalition could expect to win 80 percent of the vote. In 

these circumstances, Dutch speakers would be a permanent minority. In this case, the main 

politicized cleavage, and the party system, would be linguistic. The only thing that’s changed 

between country A, where linguistic cooperation is likely, and country B, where the exclusion of 

linguistic outgroups is likely, is the electoral threshold.

The importance of electoral institutions to the politicization of social cleavages can also be 

seen if we examine how identity categories might be activated in countries that share the same 

electoral rules but differ in their distribution of attributes. Imagine that two countries C and D 

have the same electoral rules such that gaining office requires 60 percent of the vote. The only 

difference between the two countries is that the attributes in country C are distributed as in 

5 You might think that French-speaking northerners and French-speaking southerners would coalesce into a French-

speaking coalition. Such a coalition would easily win an election. However, this coalition requires that government 

resources and offices be split among 80 percent of the population. In contrast, a northern or southern coalition is suffi-

ciently large to win and would require splitting the same resources and offices among only 50 percent of the people. The 

higher average “payoffs” from the regional coalitions mean that people would defect from the French-speaking coalition. 

This is consistent with the idea that political entrepreneurs have incentives to form least minimal winning coalitions and 

not just minimal winning coalitions.

French speaker Dutch speaker

Northerner 0.40 0.10

Southerner 0.40 0.10

TABLE 13.6 ■    A Hypothetical Distribution of Attributes

Country A: Gaining national office requires 50% of the vote.

Country B: Gaining national office requires 60% of the vote.
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with the Dutch speakers could expect to win every election. This means that political parties 
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regional divisions. As a result, the main politicized cleavage in country A is likely to be regional, 

and the party system is likely to be characterized by regional parties.
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possible scenario in country B is that a coalition will form between northern French speakers 
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politicized cleavage, and the party system, would be linguistic. The only thing that’s changed 
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French speaker Dutch speaker

Northerner 0.40 0.10

Southerner 0.40 0.10

TABLE 13.6 ■    A Hypothetical Distribution of Attributes

Country A (50%): North vs. South (regional cleavage).

Country B (60%): French vs. Dutch (linguistic cleavage).



The distribution of cleavages also matters.

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

Northerner 0.40 0.10

Southerner 0.40 0.10

TABLE 13.6 ■    A Hypothetical Distribution of Attributes

French vs. Dutch (linguistic cleavage).



The distribution of cleavages also matters.

Country D: Gaining national office requires 60% of the vote.
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Table 13.6 and the attributes in country D are distributed as in Table 13.7. Following the same 

logic as before, we’d expect the linguistic cleavage to be politicized in country C but the regional 

cleavage to be politicized in country D.

BOX 13.4 ALLIES OR ADVERSARIES? CHEWAS AND 
TUMBUKAS IN ZAMBIA AND MALAWI

In a 2004 study, 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 political allies in Zambia but adversaries in Malawi. Zambia and Malawi are two 

neighboring countries in sub-Saharan Africa. The border between them 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. Roughly two-thirds of Chewas and Tumbukas found them-

selves living in Malawi, whereas the remaining one-third found themselves living in Zambia.

Posner examined life in four villages along the Malawi-Zambia border. Two of the four vil-

lages 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 

just inside Malawi and the other just a few miles away in Zambia. Based on survey responses, 

Posner found that Chewas and Tumbukas were distinct cultural and ethnic groups. To exam-

ine whether these identity categories were 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 they 

wouldn’t vote for a presidential candidate from the other ethnic group. In contrast, just 21 per-

cent of Chewas and Tumbukas in Zambia made a similar statement. A second question asked 

whether the respondent would marry a member of the other ethnic group. Fifty-five percent of 

Chewas and Tumbukas in Malawi said they wouldn’t 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 indicated that the cultural and ethnic differences between Chewas and 

Tumbukas were more salient in Malawi than in Zambia.

But why would these cultural differences be more salient in one country than the other? 

Perhaps it had something to do with the electoral system, the colonial history, or the party 

systems in the two countries. As Posner notes, though, both countries employed a single-

member district plurality (SMDP) electoral system, both countries were former British 

colonies, and both countries had experienced one-party and multiparty rule. As a result, 

Posner argues that we must look elsewhere for an explanation for why Chewa-Tumbuka 

relations are so different in Malawi and Zambia.

In particular, Posner claims that we must look to the different distribution of Chewas 

and Tumbukas in the two countries. Chewas and Tumbukas represent relatively large ethnic 

French speaker Dutch speaker

Northerner 0.25 0.35

Southerner 0.25 0.15

TABLE 13.7 ■    An Alternative Hypothetical Distribution of Attributes

North vs. South (regional cleavage).



Zambia and Malawi

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.



Political Salience of Cultural Difference November 2004 

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. 
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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’re both former British colonies.



Malawi

• Chewas (57%) and Tumbukas (12%).

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

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

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



Zambia

• Chewas (7%) and Tumbukas (4%).

• Given their size and electoral system, it didn’t make sense to
politicize the Chewa-Tumbuka division.

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

• Chewas and Tumbukas had to work together if they hoped to
win political power.



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

Politicians seek to build political coalitions that allow them to win
power.

Not all cultural and ethnic divisions become politicized.



Politicized Cleavages and the Role of Electoral Institutions

Politicized social cleavages

Electoral institutions

Latent social cleavages
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The Number of Political Parties



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 they’re
cross-cutting, the greater the demand for distinctive representation
and the greater the demand for political parties.



Cross-Cutting Cleavages in Country A
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THE NUMBER OF POLITICAL PARTIES

Social cleavages help to explain the types of parties that exist in a country. But what explains 

how many parties there are?

Social Cleavages

Our current understanding of the factors influencing party system size is due, in large part, 

to the work of a French political scientist, Maurice Duverger ([1954] 1963). Duverger argued 

that the primary engine behind the formation of parties can be found in social divisions. The 

more divisions there are, the greater the demand for parties to form (Clark and Golder 2006). 

In effect, Duverger believed that there’s some natural tendency for cleavages within society to 

be represented in the party system. It’s not just the number of cleavages but the way in which 

membership in society is distributed across those divisions that determines the pressures for 

distinctive representation.

To see this, imagine two countries A and B that have the same number of social cleavages 

as each other. Let’s suppose that the cleavages are wealth and religion. Citizens are either rich or 

poor, and they’re either Catholic or Protestant. The distribution of people across the cleavages in 

country A is shown in Table 13.8. Twenty-five percent of the population are rich Catholics, 25 

percent are poor Catholics, 25 percent are rich Protestants, and 25 percent are poor Protestants. 

As you can see, the two cleavages in country A are uncorrelated (not associated) with each other. 

If we knew whether someone was rich or poor, we wouldn’t be able to predict whether they were 

Catholic or Protestant. Similarly, if we knew whether someone was Catholic or Protestant, we 

wouldn’t be able to predict whether they were rich or poor. A country with uncorrelated cleav-

ages is said to have cross-cutting cleavages. The categories rich, poor, Catholic, and Protestant 

are equally likely to demand political representation. Indeed, the people in country A are just 

as likely to demand political representation as rich Catholics, rich Protestants, poor Catholics, 

and poor Protestants as they are as Catholics, Protestants, the rich, and the poor.6 According 

to Duverger, the “engine” of social forces in country A is propelling the party system toward a 

multiparty system.

The distribution of people across the cleavages in country B is shown in Table 13.9. Half the 

population are rich Protestants and half are poor Catholics. Unlike in country A, the two cleav-

ages in country B are perfectly correlated. If we know whether someone was rich or poor, we’d 

know if they were Catholic or Protestant. Similarly, if we knew whether someone was Catholic 

6 We’re deliberately ignoring the effect of the country’s electoral system at this point.

Catholic Protestant

Rich 25 25

Poor 25 25

Note: The numbers indicate the percentage of the population falling into each category.

TABLE 13.8 ■    Cross-Cutting Cleavages in Country A

High demand for political parties.



Reinforcing Cleavages in Country A
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or Protestant, we’d know if they were rich or poor. A country with correlated latent attributes 

is said to have reinforcing cleavages. Although there are technically two cleavages in country B 

(wealth and religion), political competition will be characterized by just one cleavage, the one 

between poor Catholics and rich Protestants. According to Duverger, the “engine” of social 

forces in country B is propelling the party system toward a two-party system.

The key aspect of a country’s social structure influencing the demand for parties, therefore, 

isn’t necessarily the total number of latent identities but rather the total number of cross-cutting 

cleavages. Most cleavages in a country won’t be perfectly cross-cutting or perfectly reinforcing as in 

our examples. The same logic as that outlined above, however, suggests that the social pressure for 

distinctive representation 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 parties, he argued that 

electoral institutions play an important role in determining whether this demand for represen-

tation of a latent identity actually leads to the existence of parties representing those identities. 

Recall the earlier claim that European societies have seen the emergence of a new post-materi-

alist cleavage since the 1960s (Inglehart 1977). If social cleavages were the only factor influenc-

ing the size of party systems, then all European countries should have experienced an increase 

in the number of parties competing for office. However, Kitschelt (1988) finds that the share 

of votes going to “left-libertarian parties” increased only in some countries. The existence and 

electoral fortunes of populist radical right parties has also varied across European countries 

(Golder 2003). This should make one wonder why an increase in the number of cleavages would 

have a different effect on the size of party systems in different countries.

Although one explanation for this might be that the shift to post-materialist values was more 

pronounced in some countries than others, Duverger claims that it’s likely to have something to 

do with the electoral institutions used in each country. He argues that the same value change can 

have a significant effect on the party structure of one country but not on that of another due to 

differences in electoral rules. The reason for this is that disproportional electoral systems, such as 

the single-member district plurality system, act as a “brake” on the tendency for social cleavages 

to be translated into new parties. Duverger’s theory states that increasing the number of cleav-

ages in a country has less of an effect on party system size if the electoral system is dispropor-

tional than if it’s proportional. There are two reasons, known as the “mechanical” and “strategic” 

effects of electoral laws, for why disproportional electoral systems have this moderating effect.

Catholic Protestant

Rich 0 50

Poor 50 0

Note: The numbers indicate the percentage of the population falling into each category.

TABLE 13.9 ■    Reinforcing Cleavages in Country B

Low demand for political parties.



Electoral institutions matter.

Social cleavages create the demand for political parties.

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

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



Electoral institutions influence party system size through two
mechanisms.

1. The mechanical effect of electoral laws.

2. The strategic effect of electoral laws.



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.



Duvergerland: A Hypothetical Country using an SMDP Electoral
System
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Distribution of Seats under SMDP and PR Electoral Rules
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St. Ives Constituency, United Kingdom, 1992
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that both of the two larger parties—the Conservatives and Labour—won about 20 percent 

more seats than their percentage of votes would suggest 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 leg-

islative majority. 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 seats even though it won 17.8 percent of the vote. In Figure 13.7, we 

show how the mechanical effect of the SMDP electoral system used in the 1992 UK elections 

rewarded the larger parties and punished the smaller ones.

A quick comparison of the hypothetical case of Duvergerland and the real-world example 

from the 1992 UK elections reveals that the extent to which disproportional electoral systems, 

such as SMDP, punish small parties depends on the way the votes for these parties are distrib-

uted across electoral districts. In Duvergerland, we assumed that the support for the Green 

Party was evenly distributed across all of the electoral districts. This particular distribution of 

support resulted in the Green Party’s failing to win a single seat. Contrast this with the fact that 

the Liberal Democrats managed to win twenty seats (3.1 percent) in the 1992 UK elections even 

though they won a smaller share of the national vote than the Greens won in Duvergerland. The 

reason for this is that the size of the support for the Liberal Democrats varied across different 

districts. Although the support for the Liberal Democrats wasn’t sufficient to produce victory in 

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

TABLE 13.10 ■    Legislative Elections Results, St. Ives Constituency, United 

Kingdom, 1992

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

TABLE 13.11 ■    Legislative Elections Results, National Totals, United Kingdom, 

1992 (Percentages)
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that both of the two larger parties—the Conservatives and Labour—won about 20 percent 

more seats than their percentage of votes would suggest 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 leg-

islative majority. 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 seats even though it won 17.8 percent of the vote. In Figure 13.7, we 

show how the mechanical effect of the SMDP electoral system used in the 1992 UK elections 

rewarded the larger parties and punished the smaller ones.

A quick comparison of the hypothetical case of Duvergerland and the real-world example 

from the 1992 UK elections reveals that the extent to which disproportional electoral systems, 

such as SMDP, punish small parties depends on the way the votes for these parties are distrib-

uted across electoral districts. In Duvergerland, we assumed that the support for the Green 

Party was evenly distributed across all of the electoral districts. This particular distribution of 

support resulted in the Green Party’s failing to win a single seat. Contrast this with the fact that 

the Liberal Democrats managed to win twenty seats (3.1 percent) in the 1992 UK elections even 

though they won a smaller share of the national vote than the Greens won in Duvergerland. The 

reason for this is that the size of the support for the Liberal Democrats varied across different 

districts. Although the support for the Liberal Democrats wasn’t sufficient to produce victory in 

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

TABLE 13.10 ■    Legislative Elections Results, St. Ives Constituency, United 

Kingdom, 1992

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

TABLE 13.11 ■    Legislative Elections Results, National Totals, United Kingdom, 

1992 (Percentages)
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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.



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 whether political elites choose 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.



St. Ives Constituency, United Kingdom, 1992
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that both of the two larger parties—the Conservatives and Labour—won about 20 percent 

more seats than their percentage of votes would suggest 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 leg-

islative majority. 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 seats even though it won 17.8 percent of the vote. In Figure 13.7, we 

show how the mechanical effect of the SMDP electoral system used in the 1992 UK elections 

rewarded the larger parties and punished the smaller ones.

A quick comparison of the hypothetical case of Duvergerland and the real-world example 

from the 1992 UK elections reveals that the extent to which disproportional electoral systems, 

such as SMDP, punish small parties depends on the way the votes for these parties are distrib-

uted across electoral districts. In Duvergerland, we assumed that the support for the Green 

Party was evenly distributed across all of the electoral districts. This particular distribution of 

support resulted in the Green Party’s failing to win a single seat. Contrast this with the fact that 

the Liberal Democrats managed to win twenty seats (3.1 percent) in the 1992 UK elections even 

though they won a smaller share of the national vote than the Greens won in Duvergerland. The 

reason for this is that the size of the support for the Liberal Democrats varied across different 

districts. Although the support for the Liberal Democrats wasn’t sufficient to produce victory in 

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

TABLE 13.10 ■    Legislative Elections Results, St. Ives Constituency, United 

Kingdom, 1992

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

TABLE 13.11 ■    Legislative Elections Results, National Totals, United Kingdom, 

1992 (Percentages)Preference ordering: Labour>Liberal Democrat>Conservative

• Sincere voting: Labour

• Strategic voting: Liberal Democrat



Imagine you’re an aspiring political entrepreneur who has an
interest in environmental politics.

If you lived in Duvergerland with an SMDP electoral system, 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 country with a disproportional electoral system.



Imagine you’re an aspiring political entrepreneur who has an
interest in environmental politics.

If you lived in Duvergerland with an SMDP electoral system, 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 country with a disproportional electoral system.
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The Interplay of Social Heterogeneity and Electoral System
Proportionality on Party System Size
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regardless of how permissive the electoral system is because they have few social divisions. In 

contrast, there’s only one way to end up with many parties. You need a heterogeneous society 

and a permissive electoral system.

PARTY COMPETITION

So far, we’ve examined why we get the types and number of parties we do. In the remainder of 

this chapter, we briefly examine how parties compete with each other.

Policy Competition

Parties often compete with each other by offering different policy packages. Political scientists 

typically use spatial models to think about this form of party competition. In spatial models 

of party competition, parties and voters are located, or have ideal points, in some policy space. 

The simplest spatial model assumes the policy space is one dimensional, and hence that vot-

ers and parties can be placed on a line. While the one-dimensional policy space can reference 

any policy, we often assume it represents the left-right policy dimension associated with the 

class cleavage. This is because the class cleavage dominated party competition for much of the 

twentieth century in advanced industrialized democracies. Spatial models typically assume that 

voters engage in proximity voting where they vote for the party located closest to them. This is 

equivalent to assuming that voters have single-peaked preferences. Parties are assumed to be 

vote maximizers that choose their location in the policy space to maximize their vote share.

In Box 10.1 “The Median Voter Theorem and Party Competition,” we saw that when we 

have two-party competition in a one-dimensional policy space, the two parties converge on 

the position of the median voter. The two parties end up offering the same policy to voters. 

Any other location in the policy space will lose in a pair-wise contest against the policy position 

preferred by the median voter. Thus, if one party is located at the median voter’s ideal point and 

the competing party isn’t, then the first party will win a majority of the votes. The losing party, 

therefore, has an incentive to move to the median voter’s ideal point as well. The consequence is 

that both parties will be located at the position of the median voter, resulting in a tied election 

in which each party wins with equal probability. The fact that observers of two-party systems 

often criticize the dominant parties in these countries for being ideologically indistinguishable 

on the major issues provides some evidence that policy convergence does, indeed, occur.

Most party systems, though, have more than two parties. When this is the case, party 

competition changes. If two parties in a one-dimensional policy space were to converge on the 

Electoral System Permissiveness

Low (SMDP) High (PR)

Social Heterogeneity High Few parties Many parties

Low Few parties Few parties

TABLE 13.12 ■    The Interplay of Social Heterogeneity and Electoral System 

Permissiveness on Party System Size



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

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.



Number of Parties at the National and District Levels in the US,
1790-1990
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What affects the nationalization of party systems?

• Fiscal centralization.

• Political centralization.

• Concurrent presidential elections.

• National cleavage patterns.



Party Competition



Policy

Parties often compete with each other by offering different policy
packages.

Parties compete by moving in the policy space in an attempt to
attract voters.



Spatial models typically assume that voters engage in proximity
voting where they vote for the party located closest to them.

Most spatial models assume a one-dimensional ‘left-right’ policy
space.



With two parties, the median voter theorem predicts that parties
converge on the position of the median voter.

As the number of parties increase, parties are expected to disperse
out in the policy space.

Parties in a multiparty system offer voters a variety of distinct
ideological choices.



The spatial model can be extended to a multidimensional policy
space.

However, the concept of ‘distance’ is more complicated as voters
may care about some policy dimensions more than others.



Distance in a Two-Dimensional Spatial Model
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Parties can compete not only by changing their policy position but
also by changing how much voters care about the different policy
dimensions.



Issue Competition

Issue competition is when parties compete by trying to strategically
shape how much voters care about different issues.

Parties emphasize some issues more than others in their campaign
communications.

They try to influence issue salience.



A high yield issue is one on which a party is united and where the
party’s position is widely shared in the electorate.

A low yield issue is one on which a party is internally divided and
where the party’s position enjoys only limited electoral support.

Parties will emphasize high yield issues rather than low yield issues.



According to issue ownership theory, parties should emphasize
issues they ‘own’ rather than issues that are owned by other
parties.

A party owns an issue if voters perceive it to be more competent or
credible at dealing with it.



Issue competition predicts that parties won’t engage in
head-to-head policy contests where they talk about their
competing positions on the same issue.

Instead, they’ll focus their campaigns on different issues that they
think are most beneficial to themselves or potentially detrimental
to their opponents.



Issue entrepreneurship occurs when parties appeal to voters by
emphasizing new issues.

Challenger parties tend to engage in issue entrepreneurship more
than established mainstream parties.



Established mainstream parties can adopt three strategies when
responding to new parties:

1. Dismissive strategy.

2. Accommodative strategy.

3. Adversarial strategy.



Valence Competition

Voters don’t just care about policy preferences at election time.

They also care about the non-policy characteristics of parties such
as their competence, integrity, trustworthiness, leader quality, and
experience.

These non-policy characteristics are called valence issues.



Valence issues are things that most people agree on, and which
usually have to do with the effectiveness of policy delivery.

Voters prefer high valence parties to low valence parties.

Parties invest resources to improve their valence among voters.



Valence is especially important when it comes to policies on which
parties hold similar positions.

Most parties promise economic growth, lower crime, better
schools, and improved healthcare.

While parties can’t engage in significant policy competition when
they hold the same policy positions, they can engage in valence
competition where they try to convince voters they’re generally
more competent, trustworthy, and capable than their opponents.



Policy competition, issue competition, and valence competition all
fall under the heading of programmatic politics.



Programmatic politics:

• Ideologically consistent and coherent policy platforms.

• Parties attempt to implement their policy platforms in office.

• Policy delivery is governed by formalized and public rules.

• The delivery of goods and services is typically provided by an
impersonal and nonpartisan bureaucracy.

• The receipt of goods and services isn’t contingent on the
provision of political support.



Parties can also compete by engaging in nonprogrammatic politics.



The key feature of nonprogrammatic politics is that the delivery of
goods and services is discretionary and not based on formalized
rules that have been made public.

Parties don’t develop detailed policy platforms to appeal to voters.

Instead, they compete with each other to win electoral support by
using their discretion to provide goods and services to particular
groups and individuals.



Clientelistic Politics

Clientelistic politics is a form of nonprogrammatic politics where
the distribution of goods and services is made conditional on the
provision of political favors by the recipients.

When clientelistic benefits are targeted at voters, we often talk
about vote buying or turnout buying.



For clientelism to work as a form of quid pro quo, parties require a
lot of fine-grained information.

One solution to this informational problem is to employ individuals
called brokers to be their agents in local communities.

Brokers tend to be powerful local notables who, due to their
networked position in a community, claim to have the information
that parties desire.



Brokers target party resources to their followers and clients.

In return for the benefits, brokers request that their clients provide
some sort of political favor such as participating in a rally or voting
for a particular party.



Competing brokers who wish to be ‘hired’ by parties try to outdo
each other by building larger and more reliable client networks.

Brokers essentially ‘sell’ their client networks to parties in return
for resources, which, among other things, can be used to build and
maintain a local power base.



Parties face a principal-agent problem with respect to their brokers.

Parties want their resources to be targeted to swing voters.

But brokers tend to give too many resources to party loyalists
because they’re ‘cheaper’ to buy.

The result is a distribution of clientelistic benefits that’s inefficient
from the party’s perspective.



There’s a credible commitment problem at the heart of clientelistic
politics.

How can voters credibly commit to follow through on their promise
to provide political favors?



Brokers can help, but only to some extent.

The introduction of the secret ballot incentivized a shift away from
vote buying towards turnout buying.

Parties and brokers also try to convince voters that the secret
ballot isn’t as secret as they think it is.



Parties can also use the nature of the clientelistic benefits they
distribute to align voter interests with their interests.

The provision of public sector jobs, for example, can create
incentives for recipients to keep the ruling party in power for fear
that another party or regime will replace them with their own
supporters.



Programmatic and nonprogrammatic politics are two alternative
strategies that parties can use to win electoral and other support.

From the perspective of parties or politicians, they each come with
certain inefficiencies.

Programmatic politics becomes relatively more efficient as
countries develop.


