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Political parties have repeatedly been
acknowledged as the critical link to democratic
governance. An open, participant-oriented,
viable, and representative system of parties
operating within free and fair electoral proce-
dures performs duties that make democratic
government possible; without such parties, a
democracy can hardly be said to exist.

Political commentators, both within and
outside of the academy, have for a long time
sought to describe and explain how parties
are structured and mobilized, as well as the
nature of their programmatic appeals to meet
the demands of effective governance. A num-
ber of early studies deserve special mention.
Among these are Lipset and Rokkan (1967);
Epstein (1967); LaPalombara and Weiner
(1966); Duverger (1954); and Neumann (1956).
In more recent decades, there have been Powell
(1982); Harmel and Janda (1982); Lawson
and Merkl (1988); Klingemann et al. (1994);
Dalton et al. (1984); and Lijphart (1999). The
field is rich in its explorations, and these rep-
resent but a sample of the major studies
undertaken.

As these works, and innumerable others,
show, parties differ in regard to their opera-
tions in parliament, in electoral campaigns, in
organizing and mobilizing a democratic citi-
zenry in support of policy positions, and in
developing and expressing in real-world polit-
ical terms systematic ideologies of gover-
nance. Whatever their differences, however,
democratic political parties have much in
common in how they approach their func-
tional roles in a society and in their broad
impact in shaping the character of the democ-
ratic experience.

PARTIES AND CHANGE

Parties have always been in a process of
change. In part, this is because they have had
to adapt to developments in their societies, and
in the context in which they operate more
broadly. Particularly in recent decades, these
changes – including the globalization of trade,
finance, and markets; the collective and multi-
national creation of regional political align-
ments such as the European Union and NATO;
the communications revolution brought on by
the electronic media, the Internet, cell phones,
and the resulting high-speed access to news;
transportation, technological, and democratiz-
ing developments that threaten the traditional
and familiar – have cumulated, and their
impacts have compounded. While they may
not be different in kind from changes to which
parties have had to adapt in the past, and their
depth and breadth may prove to be no greater,
as with much in the contemporary world the
pace with which they confront the parties and
the speed with which parties must react if they
are to be successful are without precedent.

At the same time, however, one must recog-
nize that many of these changes in the envi-
ronment in which parties operate are not
exogenous to the parties, but rather are the
consequences of the policies that the parties
have chosen to put into place, or have chosen
to allow to come about unopposed. Thus,
parties are changing partly because they have
created the circumstances that facilitate those
changes. Even if parties did not create religious
beliefs or class or regional differences, they (or
their leaders or founders) chose to politicize
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some and not to politicize others. While parties
did not invent radio or television or the
Internet (misrepresentations of Al Gore’s
claims to have facilitated the development of
the latter notwithstanding), as governors they
largely set the rules that determine their rele-
vance. Even from this perspective, however,
the pace of change has increased.

A different kind of change has come about as
a result of the dramatic spread of democratic
government that Huntington (1991) has identi-
fied as the ‘third wave’ of democratization.
Not only has the number of democratic parties
and party systems increased, but also this
increase has occurred under significantly dif-
ferent circumstances than was the case with
earlier ‘waves’. Aside from the circumstances
already suggested as affecting the established
parties, these ‘third wave’ cases have benefited
(or suffered) from unprecedented levels of
international scrutiny and involvement, in par-
ticular through a variety of democracy promo-
tion agencies such as International IDEA, IFES,
and the United Nations.

MODELS OF PARTY

A great variety of models of party are either
implicit or explicit in the chapters of this
Handbook. Abstractions from two of them have,
however, been particularly influential in shap-
ing both theories and research agendas, and
can serve to suggest some of the most impor-
tant parameters of change. These are derived
particularly from Epstein’s (1967) analysis of
European and American parties, one of the
foundational studies for an appreciation of
comparative parties in an earlier era.

Epstein compares the loosely federated
American party coalitions, or what he refers
to as a ‘pluralist’ party system, with a ‘pro-
grammatic’ party approach more generally
associated with Europe. There is a divide of
consequence here, and Epstein’s claim is that
the pluralist system, compared with the pro-
grammatic, mass-based dominant European
parties, may better serve national policy and
democratic ends, and is more cohesive, policy-
oriented, and better mobilized than its cousin
on the Continent. Other scholars have come
to quite different evaluative judgments. There
is agreement, however, that operations of the
parties in such areas as campaigning, policy
formulation and implementation, staffing and
organization, resource base, and sources of
funding are characteristically different.

As time has evolved, the American parties
have increasingly come to fit conceptions of a
free market competitive, candidate-centered,
electorally focused party system. There are signs
that the European parties – at different rates of
change in various countries and among individ-
ual parties – have begun to move in this direc-
tion. Such a transition represents an enormous
functional and organizational shift in emphasis
and conception for the Continental parties, more
so than for the loosely structured, campaign-
oriented parties in the United States. The
changes under way are clearly significant for
both types of party systems. They raise funda-
mental questions as to the continuing role of par-
ties and the extent of their social relevance and
interaction within the society. In particular, cam-
paign-only organizations of the American type,
given their dependence on extensive non-party
funding, their failure to engage in activities not
directly related to campaigning for public office,
the fragmentation of political coalitions and the
increasing independence of electorates that
follow, and the fragmentation and subservience
(to candidates) of the party organization, tend to
ignore many of the functions regarded as central
to parties in the European mold.

Epstein (1967: 357) argues that the non-
programmatic nature of the looser American
associational model allows

a leadership capable of responding to diverse elec-
toral considerations, and a transactional or broker-
age view of political activity. A party may still be
associated with particular policies and interests,
presumably in accord with habitual voting patterns
of large portions of the electorate, but it preserves,
in theory as in practice, a loose and accommodat-
ing character. Such a party, while having had
patronage seeking memberships in the past, does
not usually have large numbers of program-
committed members. The brokerage party . . . is
unattractive to members of this kind . . . it does not
have the need of a majoritarian party to legitimize,
through mass-membership participation, any pro-
gram or policies. For electoral purposes which are
of prime importance, a cadre organization suffices.

This approach contrasts with the ‘class con-
sciousness’ that he presumes to define the most
significant electoral cleavages in the European
model, and the mass-mobilized, highly organi-
zationally articulated, and (at least in some
cases) highly patronage-oriented parties of
European nations.

These dimensions highlight the fundamen-
tal distinctions in form and operations of cate-
gories of comparative party systems and serve
as a starting point in tracing the broad changes
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that have taken place in recent decades. A side
issue of related importance, and of greater
significance than the actual forms the parties
take, is which type of party best serves broader
ends of social integration, political mobiliza-
tion, policy representation, and democratic
governance, the ultimate criteria by which all
party systems are judged.

It is Epstein’s (1967: 357) contention

that the looser American-style parties better serve
the democratic purpose as it is conceived in plural-
ist terms. The pluralist democrat rejects the validity
or legitimacy, and even the regularized existence,
of a majority electorate united over the wide range
of complex issues in a modern nation. Separate
majorities on separate issues, or perhaps on sets of
issues, there may be, but that is very different from
believing in a single majority for almost all issues . . .
the pluralist cannot recognize the claims of a pro-
grammatic party, with or without a membership
organization, to represent a coherent majority for
all of its policies. Behind this denial of majoritarian-
party claims lies the pluralist’s disbelief in a majority-
class interest, the simplest theoretical support for
the strong-party school.

These assertions can be debated, and have been
extensively. There is wide agreement, however,
that the basic objective of serving societal needs
and the related questions as to the extent to
which parties in different societies can be engi-
neered to serve public interests in what is per-
ceived to be a more efficient and productive
manner are centrally important. As a result,
understanding the degree to which the political
environment predicts the parties’ character and
role, and defines the boundaries for consciously
designed change, becomes significant. To the
extent that those boundaries are highly restric-
tive, arguments over preferred party roles and
models may well have little ultimate effect on
the quality of their political representation.

These types of questions have engaged party
analysts for generations. However, while the
basic concern with democratic performance
remains, more recent research, as indicated by
the chapters in this volume, is evidencing the
impact of forces on party behavior that have
tended to separate parties of both original
types from their societal roots. The American
parties have moved towards the pure electoral
campaign- and candidate-oriented model. The
European mass parties, while significantly
more cohesive and more programmatic in gen-
eral, are beginning to evidence similar trends.
The legislative parties in both types of systems
have developed a degree of distance from the
electoral parties. Should such trends continue,

which is likely, what then can be said about the
quality and comprehensiveness of the parties’
contribution to the operations of democratic
government? These are among the fundamen-
tal issues forcing contemporary party research
and, as indicated, are addressed in varying con-
texts in the analysis in this volume.

A HANDBOOK OF PARTY POLITICS

The widely acknowledged centrality of parties,
coupled with the obvious scope and pace of
party change, makes political parties both an
important and an exciting field for research. As
with any rapidly developing and substantively
broad field, the parties literature is itself both
broad and rapidly developing – and, moreover,
in many respects quite fragmented. In this con-
text, we had two objectives in inviting many of
the world’s leading scholars in the field of polit-
ical parties to contribute to this Handbook.

The first objective is to provide a reliable and
thorough summary of the major theories and
approaches that have been, and continue to be,
prominent in the development of the field. The
chapters that follow aim to provide a concise
‘road map’ to the core literatures in the various
subfields of party-related research. While no
single volume can hope to summarize – or,
indeed, even to cite – all of the authors who
have made significant contributions to our
current understanding of parties, each chapter
aims to summarize where we are and how we
have arrived at that point for its own topic area.

The other, and complementary, objective is to
identify the theories, approaches, and research
efforts that define the current ‘cutting edge’ of
the field. What do these scholars understand to
be the most important questions that need to be
addressed and what do they see as the most
promising avenues for addressing them?

In general, the chapters are broadly compar-
ative, defined by a substantive question rather
than by geography. As in many other areas of
political research, however, the literature on
political parties has had to confront the ques-
tion of ‘American exceptionalism’, and that is
reflected in the organization of this Handbook.
In some subfields, it is reasonable to include
the United States as simply one more case, or
perhaps even as the precursor of developments
that may be expected to spread more broadly.
In others, however, the United States –
whether for reasons of history, or culture, or
political institutions – is too different to be
comfortably included with the rest of the
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world. For these subfields, we have included
separate chapters on the United States. Other
areas also have their own peculiarities,
addressed in separate chapters as well.

Given the complexity of the subject, there is no
unproblematic way to organize the literature on
parties, and hence no straightforward way to
organize and order the chapters that follow.
Rather, we have simply grouped them under a
few broad headings. The first is concerned with
a range of questions of definition: What is a party,
where did parties come from, and how were
they integrated into theoretical understandings
of politics? How do political parties fit into
theories of democracy? How can we classify dif-
fering party types and differing types of party
systems? The second broad heading concerns
the functions of parties. What do parties do, and
how do they do it? Third, how do parties orga-
nize, and how are party organizations changing?
Fourth, how do political parties relate to society
more broadly? Fifth, how do parties relate to the
state, and how does the state relate to and regu-
late the parties? Finally, what can we say about
trends that are of relatively recent origin (parties
in the media and cyber age, parties in the
European Union) and about their future?

The subjects of these broad sections obviously
overlap. In many cases, rather than addressing
different subjects, they address the same subject
from different perspectives. In doing so, they
reflect the richness and complexity of the field
of party research.
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‘But who do you say that I am?’ – Jesus Christ to
his disciples, Matthew 16: 15

Defining political parties is a task that at first
glance appears to be relatively simple. In 1984,
political scientist Robert Huckshorn provided
‘a pragmatic definition’ of parties in his text-
book Political Parties in America: ‘[A] political
party is an autonomous group of citizens hav-
ing the purpose of making nominations and
contesting elections in hope of gaining control
over governmental power through the capture
of public offices and the organization of the
government’.1 For Huckshorn, the raison d’état
for having political parties was simple: they
were the means necessary to win elections and
provide direction to government.

But is that really so? As students of political
parties are well aware, many legitimate politi-
cal parties exist for reasons that have little to do
with winning elections. How else would one
explain the proliferation of third parties in
recent years? For example, while the Beer-
Lovers’ Party in Poland began as a prank, over
time it developed a serious platform for which
the humorously stated goals of the party –
lively political discussion in pubs serving
excellent beer – became associated with the
values of freedom of association and expres-
sion, intellectual tolerance, and a higher stan-
dard of living. In 1991, it captured 16 seats in
the Sejm, the lower house of the Polish parlia-
ment. Thus, while the Beer-Lovers’ Party had

satirical origins, it became a force in Polish
politics due to its ideas – not because it was
formed with the stated purpose of winning
elections. Much the same could be said of the
Green Party in the United States. As the party’s
website states, Greens are ‘committed to envi-
ronmentalism, non-violence, social justice, and
grassroots organizing’. The Greens are espe-
cially supportive of a campaign finance reform
law that would renew democracy ‘without the
support of corporate donors’.2 Like the Beer-
Lovers’ Party, the Greens have almost no hope
of winning most US elections – including the
most important one of all, the presidency. The
2000 Green Party presidential nominee, Ralph
Nader, though he cost Democrat Al Gore the
presidency in 2000, won a mere 2.7 percent of
the popular vote cast.3

Yet political scientists would unanimously
classify most third parties (including the Beer-
Lovers’ party and the Greens, along with many
others) as legitimate parties. But concomitant
with such legitimacy come numerous assump-
tions made by academics as to what political
parties are and are not – and, even more fre-
quently, what they should be. If parties are to act
as ‘mediating institutions’ between the gover-
nors and the governed, then what tasks should
they be performing? Should they be election
facilitators who provide candidates with ballot
access? Or do they exist to promote ideas no
matter how controversial? Just as political scien-
tists make assumptions about party behavior,
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they also make many presuppositions about
partisan behavior. For example, do voters behave
in an entirely rational manner, thus making
parties objects of political utility? Or do voters
eschew parties altogether and bring other
considerations – if any – into the making of
their ballot selections?

Thus, defining what a political party is and
what functions it should assume is hardly an
objective task. Rather, it is a normative one,
and the answers given by political scientists
have varied over time. Below are several
oft-cited responses to the question ‘What is a
political party?’:

• Edmund Burke (1770): ‘[A] party is a body
of men united, for promoting by their joint
endeavours the national interest, upon
some particular principle in which they are
all agreed.’4

• Anthony Downs (1957): ‘In the broadest
sense, a political party is a coalition of men
seeking to control the governing apparatus
by legal means. By coalition, we mean a
group of individuals who have certain ends
in common and cooperate with each other
to achieve them. By governing apparatus, we
mean the physical, legal, and institutional
equipment which the government uses to
carry out its specialized role in the division
of labor. By legal means, we mean either
duly constituted or legitimate influence.’5

• V.O. Key, Jr (1964): ‘A political party, at least
on the American scene, tends to be a “group”
of a peculiar sort. . . . Within the body of vot-
ers as a whole, groups are formed of persons
who regard themselves as party members. . . .
In another sense the term “party” may refer
to the group of more or less professional
workers. . . . At times party denotes groups
within the government. . . . Often it refers to
an entity which rolls into one the party-in-
the-electorate, the professional political
group, the party-in-the-legislature, and the
party-in-the-government . . . In truth, this all-
encompassing usage has its legitimate appli-
cation, for all the types of groups called party
interact more or less closely and at times may
be as one. Yet both analytically and opera-
tionally the term ‘party’ most of the time
must refer to several types of group; and it is
useful to keep relatively clear the meaning in
which the term is used.’6

• William Nisbet Chambers (1967): ‘[A] polit-
ical party in the modern sense may be
thought of as a relatively durable social
formation which seeks offices or power in
government, exhibits a structure or organi-
zation which links leaders at the centers

of government to a significant popular
following in the political arena and its local
enclaves, and generates in-group perspec-
tives or at least symbols of identification or
loyalty.’7

• Leon D. Epstein (1980): ‘[What] is meant
by a political party [is] any group, however
loosely organized, seeking to elect govern-
ment officeholders under a given label.’8

• Ronald Reagan (1984): ‘A political party
isn’t a fraternity. It isn’t something like the
old school tie you wear. You band together
in a political party because of certain beliefs
of what government should be.’9

• Joseph Schlesinger (1991): ‘A political party
is a group organized to gain control of
government in the name of the group by
winning election to public office.’10

• John Aldrich (1995): ‘Political parties can be
seen as coalitions of elites to capture and
use political office. [But] a political party is
more than a coalition. A political party is
an institutionalized coalition, one that has
adopted rules, norms, and procedures.’11

While these definitions vary and many have
persisted throughout the ages, they remain
controversial. Should parties emphasize their
ideological roots, as Burke and Reagan prefer?
Or are parties merely tools for gaining access to
governmental office, as Epstein, Schlesinger,
and Aldrich indicate? Or are they important
mediating instruments designed to organize
and simplify voter choices in order to influence
the actions of government, as Downs, Key, and
Chambers imply? Even Downs thought his
original definition was misguided, since the
governing party did not conform to his idea of
‘a single, rational, decision-making entity con-
trolling government policy’. Thus, Downs
redefined parties as follows: ‘A political party
is a team of men seeking to control the govern-
ing apparatus by gaining office in a duly con-
stituted election. By team, we mean a coalition
whose members agree on all their goals instead
of on just part of them.’12

Such hedging – along with the widespread
lack of consensus within the political science
community as to what political parties exactly
are or should be – calls to mind the various
responses Jesus Christ received when he
queried his disciples, asking them ‘Who do
people say that the Son of Man is?’. They
replied: ‘Some say John the Baptist, others
Elijah, still others Jeremiah or one of the
prophets.’ Jesus persisted, asking his disciples
‘But who do you say that I am?’ One of them,
Simon Peter, responded: ‘You are the Messiah,
the Son of the Living God.’13 If only, in a more

HANDBOOK OF PARTY POLITICS6

02-Katz-3336-Ch-01.qxd  11/22/2005  8:15 PM  Page 6



secular fashion, there could be such a definitive
definition as to what parties are and what they
ought to do.

Because neither citizens nor scholars have
ever satisfactorily answered these normative
questions, the attempt to define what a politi-
cal party is – and what tasks should be
entrusted to it – has often produced more con-
fusion than explanation. In the United States,
the confusion dates back to the inception of the
modern American polity. In The Federalist,
James Madison likened parties to interest
groups which he derisively labeled as ‘factions’.
Yet Madison’s discussion of ‘faction’ is rather
vague, with a primary emphasis on controlling
the ‘mischiefs’ of the propertied interests.14

One reason for the framers’ lack of intellectual
coherence was their distrust of those reposito-
ries of political power. To the Federalists, the
word ‘power’ had such negative connotations
that Alexander Hamilton substituted the word
‘energy’ for it.15 One Democratic-Republican
party opponent spoke out against the Federalist
energizers in 1802, saying, ‘I would as soon
give my vote to a wolf to be a shepherd, as to a
man, who is always contending for the energy
of government’.16

Not surprisingly, the framers were reluctant
to sharpen their thinking about political parties.
Instead, they often made a virtue out of political
stalemate, which essentially guaranteed queru-
lous parties arguing over limited objectives.
Alexis de Tocqueville wrote in Democracy in
America that ‘parties are an evil inherent in free
governments’.17 The beneficent effect of parties,
said Tocqueville, was that the governmental
competition ensured by the US Constitution
made them small-minded: ‘They glow with a
fractious zeal; their language is violent, but their
progress is timid and uncertain. The means they
employ are as disreputable as the aim sought.’18

The result, Tocqueville claimed, was that ‘public
opinion is broken up ad infinitum about ques-
tions of detail’.19

With the passage of time, scholars have
sought to redefine political parties and distin-
guish them from ‘factions’ – i.e., interest
groups – often assigning more noble tasks to
the former than the latter. In 1942, V. O. Key, Jr.
suggested that interest groups ‘promote their
interests by attempting to influence the gov-
ernment rather than by nominating candidates
and seeking the responsibility for the manage-
ment of government [as political parties do]’.20

Other scholars disagree, noting that in an age
of weakened political parties, interest groups
frequently influence nominations, are instru-
mental in electing favorite candidates, and
help manage the government by influencing

both the appointment of officials and the actual
decision-making process itself.

THE PARTY CONSENSUS

Even though there exists a rather profound dis-
agreement among political scientists as to how
political parties ought to operate, there has
emerged a passionate consensus behind many
of the normative arguments made on their
behalf. Beginning with the publication of The
American Commonwealth in 1888, James Bryce
began a tradition that consisted of scholarly
investigation and laudatory treatment: ‘Parties
are inevitable. No free country has been with-
out them. No-one has shown how representa-
tive government could be worked without
them. They bring order out of chaos to a multi-
tude of voters’.21 Nearly six decades later,
E.E. Schattschneider echoed Bryce, writing in
his masterful book, Party Government, that
‘modern democracy is unthinkable save in
terms of the parties’.22 Schattschneider’s passion
for parties remained undimmed. Shortly before
his death, he said: ‘I suppose the most impor-
tant thing I have done in my field is that I have
talked longer and harder and more persistently
and enthusiastically about political parties than
anyone else alive’.23 His enthusiasm has been
echoed by political scientists in the generations
since. For example, Giovanni Sartori claimed
parties were ‘the central intermediate structures
between society and government’.24 Clinton
Rossiter applied the following tautology to the
American context: ‘No America without democ-
racy, no democracy without politics, and no
politics without parties’.25

Rossiter’s axiom has been applied by other
political scientists to their home governments
around the globe. For example, in the once
communist-controlled ‘Captive Nations’ of
eastern Europe, the emergence of party compe-
tition (including Poland’s Beer-Lovers’ Party)
is used to measure the varying progress of
these countries toward democracy. Likewise,
in the former Soviet Union, signs of a fledgling
party system win accolades from the vast
majority of scholars. In the western hemi-
sphere, the march toward democracy in South
America is celebrated, as one country after
another has discarded dictatorship in favor of
democratic party rule. Thus, political scientists
measure the march toward democracy in such
diverse nations as Iraq, Haiti, Bosnia, and the
former Soviet Union in terms of those coun-
tries’ capacities to develop strong party organi-
zations that are the foundations for free,
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democratic elections. The US-based Committee
for Party Renewal summarized the prevailing
consensus about the role parties should play –
and the discipline’s passion for them – in a
1996 amicus curiae brief filed with the US
Supreme Court:

Political parties play a unique and crucial role in
our democratic system of government. Parties
enable citizens to participate coherently in a
system of government allowing for a substantial
number of popularly elected offices. They bring
fractured and diverse groups together as a unified
force, provide a necessary link between the dis-
tinct branches and levels of government, and pro-
vide continuity that lasts beyond terms of office.
Parties also play an important role in encouraging
active participation in politics, holding politicians
accountable for their actions, and encouraging
debate and discussion of important issues.26

The equating of successful parties to effi-
ciently productive government structures is
largely a twentieth-century phenomenon. In
1949, political scientist Hugh McDowall Clokie
observed: ‘Party government is without doubt
the distinctive feature of modern politics. . . .
[Parties are] fully accepted today as essential
organizations for government in the modern
state, recognized under varying conditions as
entitled to give direction to the course of poli-
tics, and endowed either by law or usage with
a special status and function in the constitu-
tional system in which they operate.’27 One
underlying reason for Clokie’s contention that
party and government are as one is the
increased attention given to defining what a
political party is as a matter of state law. For
example, Missouri state law defines an ‘estab-
lished political party’ as ‘a political party
which, at either of the last two general elec-
tions, polled for its candidate for any statewide
office, more than two percent of the entire vote
cast for the office’.28 New York’s statute is sim-
ilar: an ‘officially recognized party’ is one that
polled 50,000 or more votes for governor in the
previous statewide election.29 In 1986, Leon D.
Epstein usefully compared political parties to
quasi-governmental agencies that were akin to
regulated public utilities, noting that state
governments frequently defined political parties
and regulated their functions.30

THE VIEW FROM THE TRIPOD

In ancient Greece, when the priestess of Apollo
at Delphi made ready to deliver a prophesy,

she positioned herself on a special seat
supported by three legs, the tripod. The tripod
gave the priestess a clear view of the past, pre-
sent, and future.31 By linking parties so closely
with government, political scientists – most
prominently, V.O. Key, Jr. – devised the tripod
of party-in-the-electorate (PIE), party organiza-
tions (PO), and party-in-government (PIG),
as a means of teaching what parties were and
what they were meant to accomplish.32 The tri-
pod became a convenient teaching tool, as well
as a means of assessing party performance.
Frank J. Sorauf, whose 1968 textbook has been
used to educate three generations of students
in American political parties courses, described
parties as ‘tripartite systems of interactions’.33

Everett Carll Ladd, Jr. maintained that the
PIE–PO–PIG tripod could be used as a means
of measuring social change and the institutional
party response to it:

1. Party as Organization. There is the formal
machinery of party ranging from local com-
mittees (precinct, ward, or town) up to state
central committees, and the people who
man and direct there. The party is ‘the orga-
nization’ or ‘the machine.’

2. Party as the Mass of Supporters. For some,
this identification is strong, and they con-
sistently back candidates running under the
party label. For others, the attachment is
relatively weak and casual. Here, party
exists in the eyes of its beholder; it is a
bundle of electoral loyalties.

3. Party as a Body of Notables. Most political
leaders in government and outside it are
identified by a party label. Party is some-
times used to refer to that collectivity of
notables who accept the party label, and
party policy then becomes the prevailing
policy tendencies among this collectivity.34

But while parties have been inextricably
linked to government’s performance, many
reject the PIE–PO–PIG model. Rather than
being passionate about parties, ambivalence is
often a more common emotion on both the part
of the public and elected officials. As George
Washington once observed, ‘In a Government
of a Monarchical cast, Patriotism may look
with indulgence, if not with favor, upon the
spirit of the party. But in those of popular char-
acter, in Governments purely elective, it is a
spirit not to be encouraged.’35 Washington’s
distrust of parties was shared by his peers.
Prior to the end of the Revolutionary War, John
Adams bemoaned the drift of the country’s
elites toward party politics: ‘There is nothing I
dread so much as a division of the Republic
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into two great parties, each arranged under its
leader and converting measures in opposition
to each other.’36 His spouse, Abigail Adams,
agreed: ‘Party spirit is blind, malevolent,
uncandid, ungenerous, unjust, and unforgiv-
ing.’37 Thomas Jefferson declared in 1789 that if
he ‘could not go to heaven but with a party’,
he ‘would not go there at all’.38 Alexander
Hamilton associated parties with ‘ambition,
avarice, personal animosity’.39 And James
Madison famously wrote that it was necessary
to devise a republic that would ‘break and con-
trol the violence of faction’.40

The public disdain for parties continues to
persist – especially in the United States. In
1940, Pendleton Herring wrote that American
political parties could not adhere to an ideol-
ogy: ‘At best,’ Herring wrote, ‘all a party can
hope to maintain is an attitude, an approach.’41

But with the passing decades public hostility
toward parties has grown, as Americans prefer
to eschew them as unreliable advocates and
unfaithful governors. In 1982, 40 percent of
Massachusetts residents told one pollster:
‘Instead of being the servants of the people,
elected officials in Massachusetts are really the
enemy of the people’.42 A decade later, when ten
registered voters from across the nation were
asked what political parties meant to them,
two shouted ‘Corruption!’. Others used words
like ‘rich’, ‘self-serving’, ‘good-old-boy net-
works’, ‘special interests’, ‘bunch of lost
causes’, ‘lost sheep’, ‘immorality,’ ‘going
whatever way is on top’, and ‘liars’43.
Campaigning for the presidency in 2000,
George W. Bush mentioned the Republican
Party just twice in accepting the nomination–
once in order to scold his fellow partisans to
‘end the politics of fear and save Social
Security’, and once to tout his bipartisan suc-
cess: ‘I’ve worked with Republicans and
Democrats to get things done.’44 Democratic
candidate Al Gore never mentioned his party
in his acceptance speech.45 A poll taken in
December 2001 found public skepticism
toward the two major parties continued to be
high: 56 percent believed the Democrats were
‘taking advantage of the current mood to push
the interests of their special interests support-
ers’; 60% thought the Republicans were guilty
of doing the same thing.46

As they have on so many other occasions,
Californians have become trend-setters by tak-
ing their scorn for political parties to new
heights. In 1998, they were allowed to vote for
candidates from different parties in what is
called a blanket primary. Party affiliation did
not matter, as Democrats, Republicans, and

even independents could support the candidates
of their choice whatever their party listing.
According to one exit poll, 58% liked this new
method of choosing party candidates; only 9%
found it confusing.47 But the result has been to
make party membership so casual that it has
virtually no relevance. In 2003, Californians
voted to recall an unpopular Democratic gov-
ernor, Gray Davis. While the recall portion of
the ballot required a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’ vote,
the second ballot contained a list of 135 possi-
ble replacements. Such is the state of California
politics when political parties are insufficiently
vested with the power to organize voter
choices, as the vast majority of academicians
would prefer.

PARTY PARADIGMS

One reason why academics believe that politi-
cal parties are essential to governing is the
rather ‘perverse and unorthodox’ belief, as
political scientist V.O. Key, Jr. expressed it in
1966, that ‘voters are not fools’.48 This rather
novel idea has guided two especially impor-
tant party paradigms that emerged in the
twentieth century: the rational-efficient model
and the responsible parties model.

The rational-efficient model

First advocated by Anthony Downs, the rational-
efficient model emphasizes the parties’ electoral
activities at the expense of virtually all other
party functions. As Downs stated in his 1957
book, An Economic Theory of Democracy:

Our model is based on the assumption that every
government seeks to maximize political support.
We further assume that the government exists in a
democratic society where periodic elections are
held, that its primary goal is reelection, and that
election is the goal of those parties out of power.
At each election, the party which receives the most
votes (though not necessarily a majority) controls
the entire government until the next election, with
no intermediate votes either by the people as a
whole or by a parliament. The governing party
thus has unlimited freedom of action, within the
bounds of the constitution.49

Thus, the rational-choice model envisions
the winning of elections not as a welcome out-
come but as the only outcome worth having. As
a victorious Richard Nixon told cheering sup-
porters upon finally winning the presidency in
1968: ‘Winning’s a lot more fun.’50 From the
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rational-efficient perspective, parties exist to
win elections and all party-related projects are
designed to make that happen. Incentives to
participate in the process come from the
patronage jobs that are to be had once victory is
ensured.

From the voters’ perspective, the party-in-
the-electorate behaves rationally – i.e., using
the information provided by the party candi-
dates to make rational selections that will
benefit them personally. This view of the elec-
torate’s voting considerations is far from uni-
versal. Some believe that parties are the
emotional ties that bind – thus, while voters
may rationalize their selections to pollsters
there is an emotive quality to their vote. As
with sports, it is hard to know with certainty
why fans root for particular teams. Others see
the electorate as lacking any rationality what-
soever. Walter Lippmann, for one, wrote in
1925 that there was hardly any intelligence
behind the balloting:

We call an election an expression of the popular
will. But is it? We go into a polling booth and mark
a cross on a piece of paper for one of two, or per-
haps three or four names. Have we expressed our
thoughts on the public policy of the United States?
Presumably we have a number of thoughts on this
and that with many buts and ifs and ors. Surely
the cross on a piece of paper does not express
them.51

The organizational structure of rational-
efficient parties consists of a cadre of political
entrepreneurs. There is a large degree of cen-
tralization and no formal party membership.
The organizational style is professional where
workers, leaders, and candidates are often
recruited from outside the organization or are
self-recruited. Efficiency is stressed above all
else. There is little, if any, organizational conti-
nuity after the election.

In the rational-efficient model, elected offi-
cials are allowed to do as they wish once
elected, as long as their activities help to win
the next election. As political parties wane in
influence, Downs’s rational-choice model has
become the one most often used by political
scientists to explain voter behavior. According
to the Social Sciences Citation Index, since the
1980s citations from Downs’s Economic Theory
of Democracy have steadily risen.52 In a 1965
foreword to the paperback edition of An
Economic Theory of Democracy, Stanley Kelley
wrote that years from now he would ‘be sur-
prised if Downs’s work is not recognized as the
starting point of a highly important develop-
ment in the study of politics’.53

The responsible parties model

While the framers of the US Constitution
viewed political parties with a jaundiced eye,
by the 1830s those in government came to see
the utility of having effective parties. Martin
Van Buren, for one, believed parties rendered
an important public service when they were
organized around issues of principle:

Doubtless excesses frequently attend [parties] and
produce many evils, but not so many as are pre-
vented by the maintenance of their organization
and vigilance. The disposition to abuse power, so
deeply planted in the human heart, can by no
other means be more effectually checked; and it
has always therefore struck me as more honorable
and manly and more in harmony with the charac-
ter of our people and of our institutions to deal
with the subject of political parties in a sincerer
and wiser spirit – to recognize their necessity, to
prove and to elevate the principles and objects to
our own [party] and to support it faithfully.54

Van Buren’s notion of a principle-based party
system formed the genesis for the ‘responsible
party’ school that became popular in the mid-
twentieth century. The idea for the responsible
parties model formed the basis for a report
issued by the American Political Science
Association’s Committee on Political Parties in
1950: ‘An effective party system requires, first,
that the parties are able to bring forth pro-
grams to which they commit themselves and,
second, that the parties possess sufficient inter-
nal cohesion to carry out these programs.’55

Achieving party unity around a coherent set of
ideas matters because (1) it gives voters a clear
choice in election campaigns; (2) it gives the
winning political party a mandate for govern-
ing; and (3) it ensures the party as the likely
instrument whereby voters can make a legal
revolution. 

While the responsible parties model gives
priority to the enunciation of the majority
party’s platform, it also envisions a vibrant role
for the opposition: ‘The fundamental require-
ment of accountability is a two-party system in
which the opposition party acts as the critic of
the party in power, developing, defining and
presenting the policy alternatives which are
necessary for a true choice in reaching public
decisions.’56 No wonder that the Committee on
Political Parties began its work on the follow-
ing premise: ‘Throughout this report political
parties are treated as indispensable instru-
ments of government.’57

The committee’s passion for parties became
endemic throughout the academy. Fifty years
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after its publication, Toward a More Responsible
Two-Party System remains required reading.
Evron Kirkpatrick praised the report as ‘a
landmark in the history of political science as
policy science’.58 Theodore J. Lowi ranked the
report as ‘second only to the 1937 President’s
Committee on Administrative Management
as a contribution by academics to public dis-
course on the fundamentals of American
democracy’.59 William Crotty claimed that
publication of Toward a More Responsible Two-
Party System ‘may have been the most signifi-
cant influence on the debate over the operation
of political parties that occurred between the
Progressive period and the party reform move-
ment of the 1970s’.60

Yet the responsible party argument is not
without its critics. The most prominent of these,
ironically, was Evron M. Kirkpatrick, a member
of the Committee on Political Parties.61 In 1970,
Kirkpatrick renounced the report as ‘irrelevant
and disturbing’, explaining it was ‘disturbing
to any political scientist who believes that the
discipline can provide knowledge applicable
to the solution of human problems and the
achievement of human goals’.62 Others saw a
tension in the report between those who advo-
cated intra-party debate and those who pre-
ferred inter-party conflict. Austin Ranney
wondered if it is ‘possible for twenty-seven
million Democrats to “participate” in the close
supervision of their government any more than
it is for one-hundred-fifty-million Americans to
do so’.63 Clearly, the Committee envisioned an
enlightened issue activism, with the rank-and-
file guiding the party’s direction and embold-
ening it with purpose. But the Committee also
envisioned a party council – an elitist, national
body that suggested party responsibility was
something that flowed from the top down.
Murray S. Stedman, Jr. and Herbert Sonthoff
thought the party council was another illustra-
tion of the ‘increasingly administrative or even
quasi-military approach to the study of political
problems’64. Julius Turner worried that such
placement of power in the hands of party elites
would result in control by unrepresentative
factions.65

The responsible party advocates’ contention
that political parties are vital to successful gov-
erning appears to be so self-evident that it is
often forgotten that it was a contentious subject
in the early years of political science. At the
turn of the twentieth century, some scholars
wondered whether any polity could (or should)
be characterized by a commitment to collective
(meaning party) responsibility or to individual
responsibility. M.I. Ostrogorski criticized

the discipline’s infatuation with collective
responsibility: ‘This theory appeared alluring
enough to be adopted by some writers of
prominence, and expanded in certain cases,
with brilliancy of literary style. It has, however,
one defect: it is not borne out by the facts.’66

William Graham Sumner agreed. A believer in
individual responsibility, Sumner wrote in
1914: ‘I cannot trust a party; I can trust a man.
I cannot hold a party responsible; I can hold
a man responsible. I cannot get an expression
of opinion which is single and simple from a
party; I can get that only from a man.’67 Herbert
Croly maintained that party government was
undesirable because it ‘interfered with genuine
popular government both by a mischievous,
artificial and irresponsible [i.e. parochial and
localistic] method of representation, and by
an enfeeblement of the administration in the
interest of partisan subsistence’.68

Others disagreed. In 1900, Frank A. Goodnow
made the case for collective party responsibil-
ity: ‘The individual candidate must be sunk to
a large extent in the party. Individual responsi-
bility must give place to party responsibility.’69

Perhaps no scholar better demonstrates the
movement of the political science community
toward party responsibility (and the inherent
conflicts contained therein) than Woodrow
Wilson. At first, Wilson maintained that party
responsibility was more fiction than fact.
Addressing the Virginia Bar Association in
1897, he declared:

I, for my part, when I vote at a critical election,
should like to be able to vote for a definite line of
policy with regard to the great questions of the day –
not for platforms, which Heaven knows, mean
little enough – but for men known and tried in
public service; with records open to be scrutinized
with reference to these very matters; and pledged
to do this or that particular thing; to take a definite
course of action. As it is, I vote for nobody I can
depend upon to do anything – no, not if I were to
vote for myself.70

Later, Wilson saw collective responsibility as
not only desirable but also necessary. In a 1908
book, Constitutional Government in the United
States, Wilson wrote: ‘There is a sense in which
our parties may be said to have been our real
body politic. Not the authority of Congress,
not the leadership of the President, but the dis-
cipline and zest of parties has held us together,
has made it possible for us to form and to carry
out national programs.’ He added: ‘We must
think less of checks and balances and more of
coordinated power, less of separation of func-
tions and more of the synthesis of action.’71
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There is a creative tension in Wilson’s
scholarship. He believes that collective respon-
sibility is essential, but couples it with a plea
for individual responsibility by emphasizing
the president’s role as party leader. In an article
about Grover Cleveland’s cabinet, Wilson
observes: ‘What we need is harmonious, con-
sistent, responsible party government, instead
of a wide dispersion of function and responsi-
bility; and we can get it only by connecting the
President as closely as may be with his party in
Congress.’72 In subsequent editions of
Congressional Government, Wilson goes further
in placing the president at the apex of respon-
sible party government:

If there be one principle clearer than another, it is
this: that in any business, whether of government
or of mere merchandising, somebody must be
trusted, in order that when things go wrong it may
be quite plain who should be punished . . . Power
and strict accountability for its use are the essential
constituents of good government. A sense of high-
est responsibility, a dignifying and elevating sense
of being trusted, together with a consciousness of
being in an official station so conspicuous that no
faithful discharge of duty can go unacknowledged
and unrewarded, and no breach of trust undiscov-
ered and unpunished – these are the influences,
the only influences, which foster practical, ener-
getic, and trustworthy statesmanship.73

Wilson’s predilection for individual (read
presidential) responsibility was not universally
accepted by subsequent generations of politi-
cal scientists. As the Committee on Political
Parties warned in its 1950 report: ‘When the
president’s program actually is the sole pro-
gram, either his party becomes a flock of sheep
or the party falls apart.’74 In 1955, former
Committee on Political Parties member V.O.
Key, Jr. introduced the concept of ‘critical elec-
tions’, with political parties acting as catalysts
in electoral realignments.75

By 1950, collective party responsibility had
become political science’s First Commandment
and digressions from it were often considered
heretical. One reason for the espousal of collec-
tive party responsibility was the desire of
many political scientists to limit conflict. In The
Semi-Sovereign People, E.E. Schattschneider
wrote: ‘The best point at which to manage
conflict is before it starts.’76 His argument
reflected one made by social scientist Lewis
Coser. In Coser’s The Functions of Social Conflict,
Schattschneider heavily underlined this pas-
sage: ‘One unites in order to fight, and one
fights under the mutually recognized control of

norms and rules.’77 Parties, therefore, became a
sort of ‘thought police’ in the establishment and
maintenance of order.

THE DECLINE OF MEDIATING
INSTITUTIONS

In the Information Age, many scholars argue
that political parties ‘aren’t what they used to
be’. Voters may not pay as much attention to
party labels as before, though some believe
that increased ideological polarization and
greater organizational skills are helping to
bring parties back to life.78 There exists a lively
academic debate between those who say par-
ties are in an irreversible decline and those
who see a party revival.79 Many of the argu-
ments center around the ideas presented in this
chapter – i.e., what are the normative functions
that should properly be ascribed to political
parties? The differing answers only add more
intensity to the passions on both sides.

But the twenty-first-century phenomenon
that will cause political parties to either adapt
or wither away is the decline of mediating
institutions. Robert Putnam believes we are in
an era where citizens are more likely than ever
before to be ‘bowling alone’.80 In Putnam’s
view, social capital is slowly eroding as more
citizens than ever before refuse to join either
bowling leagues or other civic-minded institu-
tions – including political parties. The Internet
is contributing to this development, as citizens
sit alone at a computer without the social and
community interactions so favored by the polit-
ical parties of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. Thus, the ‘quality’ of political
participation is quite different and less inter-
active. Citizens may be able, for example,
to select a party’s nominees by voting on their
computer without any guidance from the
party organizations. At once, the Internet has
leveled the playing field, as information
becomes available to party producers and
consumers alike. In short, political parties
no longer provide a filter for information.
Instead, they are just one provider – among
many – of several different types of informa-
tion that are available on the World Wide Web.
As political parties adapt to these new con-
ditions, new definitions of parties – replete
with new normative assumptions about their
functions – are likely to shape the ongoing
debate about political parties in the twenty-first
century.
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Party-based politics was one of the transforming
inventions of the 19th century. Of course, par-
ties were not unknown before this time, but it
was not until the 19th century that they emerged
as central organizing features in many coun-
tries’ politics. Before this, parties were loose
groupings at best, linked by support for a par-
ticular leader or political idea. Often they were
equated with ‘factions’, unwanted divisions
that endangered the national order. Yet despite
these widespread and deep-rooted anti-party
biases, during the 19th century parties took on
a well-defined shape both inside and outside
of the legislatures in many countries.

These changes in political parties coincided
with, and stimulated, a much wider transfor-
mation of politics. Across Europe and North
America the 19th century witnessed a broad
movement towards mass electoral politics. As
the electorate grew, so too did the seeming
inevitability of party-organized electoral com-
petition. Because of this, the presence of multi-
ple, competing, political parties gradually
came to be considered one of the hallmarks of
a democratic regime: as E. E. Schattschneider
(1942: 1) would put it in the middle of the 20th
century, ‘political parties created democracy,
and modern democracy is unthinkable save in
terms of the parties’. Along with this shift came
new definitions that highlighted electoral aspi-
rations as the most important feature which
distinguished political parties from other
groups seeking to influence public policy. In the
succinct words of Anthony Downs (1957: 25),
a party is ‘a team seeking to control the

governing apparatus by gaining office in a duly
constituted election’. Though electoral compe-
tition came to be seen as a core activity for
parties, in more elaborate functionalist descrip-
tions parties did much more than this. They
performed multiple tasks, including, according
to one list, selecting official personnel, formu-
lating public policies, conducting and criticiz-
ing government, providing political education,
and intermediating between individuals and
government (Merriam, 1923: 391). All this was
a far cry from Edmund Burke’s late 18th cen-
tury definition, in which a party was ‘a body of
men united, for promoting by their joint
endeavours the national interest, upon some
particular principle in which they are all
agreed’ (Burke, 1889: 530).

The best way to understand how this trans-
formation occurred, and how party-based poli-
tics came to be a central feature of modern
democratic practice, is to look to political devel-
opments in the 19th century.

THE CONCEPTUAL HERITAGE: ARE
ALL PARTIES FACTIONS?

As suggested above, political parties as we
know them today have their roots in distinctly
inhospitable intellectual soil. Versions of the
word ‘party’, derived from the Latin partir (to
divide), were in use in all the major European
languages by the 18th century. At this stage the
term was most usually applied in a negative
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sense, interchangeably with the term ‘faction’,
to describe divisions around ideas or personal
interests which threatened peaceful govern-
ment. The label ‘party’ was not confined to the
realm of secular politics: it also was applied to
rival religious factions, whether within the
Catholic Church or as a designation for protes-
tant sects (Sartori, 1976: 5–12; Beyme, 1978:
677–701). This broad usage of the party label
lingered, particularly in continental Europe.

The slow emergence of a secular and non-
pejorative definition of parties is evident in
political practice as well as theory. Through the
18th century and well into the 19th century,
most of those involved in what we would now
describe as political parties themselves rejected
the label: in fact, many claimed the moral high
ground of pursuing the best path for the nation,
while deriding their opponents for being ‘parti-
san’. Such a reaction was seen perhaps most
strongly in the French Revolution. Influenced
by Rousseau’s ideal of the General Will, and his
attack on associations that rallied only a part of
the nation, rival groups staked claims to speak
for all the people. Ironically, though the
Revolutionary groupings claimed to be above
party, later French commentators who rejected
the Revolution viewed these groups as prime
exemplars of partisan excesses, so that in France
one of the enduring legacies of the Revolution
was an anti-party bias across the political spec-
trum (Ignazi, 1996: 282–6).

Though this strand of French thought was
perhaps extreme in its anti-partisanship, much
of the 19th century’s intellectual anti-party her-
itage was rooted in the long-standing equation
of parties with factions, that is, with groups
pursuing private ends at the cost of the broader
public welfare. Factions were by definition
immoderate and self-serving, and factional
rivalry threatened public order. Thus, Lord
Bolingbroke, an English politician and writer,
warned in 1738 against the dangers of parties,
arguing that they were qualitatively little dif-
ferent from factions, because all pursued partic-
ular ends instead of the good of the whole state:
‘party is a political evil, and faction is the worst
of all parties’ (Bolingbroke, 1881: 219). A few
years later, in 1742, David Hume gave a some-
what more sympathetic account of political
parties, but he nonetheless compared them
with dangerous weeds that are difficult to extir-
pate (see Hume, 1953: 77–84). Fifty years later, in
1796, Burke went further than Hume’s cautious
defense of parties, but his willingness to see
some types of parties as compatible with public
welfare was by no means the norm for this
period. More typical of the lingering suspicion

of parties were the sentiments expressed in the
new American republic, where luminaries such
as President Washington warned in 1796
against the ‘baneful effects of the spirit of party’
(see Washington, 1896: 218).

Such prejudices notwithstanding, political
parties developed rapidly in the new American
republic (Aldrich, 1995: 68–96). And here
as elsewhere, anti-party attitudes gradually
changed as experience with political parties
grew. By the middle of the 19th century politi-
cal life in many countries had begun to be
defined in terms of partisan struggles. Reflecting
this shift, 19th-century writing about political
parties shows a similar move away from ques-
tions about whether countries were better off
without parties at all, towards a discussion of
party types and party features. As this sequence
suggests, views of parties tended to be reac-
tive, shaped by experiences with parties rather
than pointing the way towards changes in
political practice. Thus, to understand the
development of party scholarship, we need
some understanding of when and why parties
themselves began to assume the characteristics
of modern parties.

WHY PARTIES?

The newfound prominence of political parties
in much of 19th-century Europe seems clearly
linked to two distinct but interrelated develop-
ments: the transfer of political power to legis-
latures, and the expansion of the electorate.
Many authors have emphasized the temporal
and causal priority of parliamentarization in
this process: ‘First there is the creation of par-
liamentary groups, then the appearance of
electoral committees, and finally the establish-
ment of a permanent connection between these
two elements’ (Duverger, 1954: xxiv). Sartori
described a similar sequence: legislatures
became more responsible, then parties became
more important, then party competition led
parties to try to gain an electoral edge by
enfranchising new, and presumably grateful,
voters. Finally, the need to mobilize a larger
electorate stimulated the parties to develop
more formal organizations (Sartori, 1976: 23).
The sequential models proposed by Duverger
and Sartori apply well to Britain, but they seem
less useful for understanding countries such as
Denmark, where large expansions of the fran-
chise preceded the emergence of legislative
parties. Their model also ignores the extent
to which parties in some countries were
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important in winning more responsibility for
the legislature – in some instances, parliamen-
tarization was as much a product as a cause of
party growth (Svåsand, 1980). These gaps may
be the reason others have emphasized the
causal priority of the expanding franchise in
stimulating the emergence of parties in the
modern, that is, electoral, sense of the word. As
Epstein (1980: 23) put it most concisely, ‘the
enlargement of the suffrage accounts for the
development of modern parties’.

In any case, it is unlikely that a single model
can explain why parties emerged when they
did, because, as Table 2.1 illustrates for some
countries in western Europe, the sequence of
changes in the legislative and electoral realms
varied broadly. Countries can be roughly
divided into three categories: those where the
shift of decision-making to legislatures (‘par-
liamentarization’) preceded the creation of a
large electorate, those where legislative sover-
eignty increased only after the creation of a
large electorate, and those where the two
changes occurred more or less simultaneously.
These patterns are clearly key to any model
that hopes to explain why recognizably modern,
electorally-oriented, political parties emerged
where and when they did. Unfortunately, it is
much more difficult to pinpoint the year when
modern parties began to play a role in each
country’s political life. Though Duverger
(1954: xxxix) writes figuratively about ‘the
birth certificate of a party’, in many cases these
birthdates are hard to establish, particularly for
the earliest parties. The lack of such firm dates
is one reason why it is difficult definitively to
link these two institutional changes with the
timing of party emergence. Still, it seems evi-
dent that differences in institutional change

affected both the timing and the particulars
of party development. They also affected per-
ceptions about the need for parties.

For instance, in the United States, both rep-
resentative government and a broad franchise
were present at the country’s independence,
and national political parties developed in the
wake of both. In contrast, in Britain the superi-
ority of the elected chamber of Parliament was
established by 1832, and soon thereafter par-
ties began organizing daily activity within the
House of Commons (Cox, 1987). However, it
was not until the election of 1885 that more
than half of British adult males had the right to
vote (Williams and Ramsden, 1990: 285). Thus,
in Britain parties emerged as established
parliamentary groupings before they became
organized forces to contest elections (McKenzie,
1955). But contra Duverger and Sartori, a
sequence like that in Britain did not inevitably
lead to electorally-oriented parties with extra-
parliamentary organization. This was amply
illustrated by experiences in Italy. In this newly
created country the parliament had constitu-
tionally-guaranteed dominance from the time
of the country’s independence in 1860 (indeed,
this supremacy stretched back to 1848 in
Piedmont, the constitutional monarchy which
became the nucleus of the new Italian state).
Yet the franchise remained limited in Italy, and
parties had little incentive to build up extra-
parliamentary electoral organizations. Politicians
also felt little incentive to form binding ties
within the legislature, and they valued inde-
pendence from party as an honorable course
(Carstairs, 1980: 149–50). In the three countries
named above, ‘parliamentarization’ occurred
comparatively early, but the development of
parties differed greatly.
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Table 2.1 Steps toward institutional democratization in western Europe
Suffrage for lower house 

exceeds 10% of population Universal manhood 
Parliamentarizationa over 19 years oldb suffragea

Austria 1919 1873 1907
Belgium 1831 1894 1894/1919
Denmark 1901 1849 1849
Finland 1917 1907 1907
France 1875 1848 1919
Germany 1919 1871 1871
Italy 1861 1882 1913/1919
Netherlands 1868 1888 1918
Sweden 1917 1875 1911
Switzerland 1848 1848 1848
United Kingdom 1832–35 1869 1918

Sources: aKohl, 1983: 396; bBartolini, 2000: 582–5
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Outside Switzerland, most continental
European powers retained strong monarchies
and weak legislatures well into the middle of
the 19th century. These systems were shaken
by the revolutions of 1848, but, with the excep-
tion of Piedmont, the democratic constitutions
of 1848–49 were quickly replaced by more
autocratic ones which discouraged popular
political activity. Because of this, for much of
the 19th century political observers in these
countries might describe national political dis-
putes in partisan terms, but there was no need
for these ‘partisans’ to form strong associa-
tional links: legislators seldom voted, and gov-
ernments did not get their mandate from
legislative coalitions. As a result, late parlia-
mentarization may have affected not only the
nature of the parties which developed (legisla-
tive links were more loosely organized), but
also their number (in countries where parties
did not form governments, there were fewer
incentives to work together).

In many places, democratization of the suf-
frage outpaced the transfer of responsibility to
the legislature, so that countries like Germany
and France had manhood suffrage long before
their elected bodies received a full mandate
to govern. In Germany and Austria this sequence
led to the development of active extra-
parliamentary organizing even before the repre-
sentative assemblies gained complete authority.
However, the same did not happen in Second
Empire France, where broad suffrage elections
preceded parliamentarization, but where parti-
san organizing was almost entirely prohibited.
This brings up a third, and often overlooked, set
of institutional constraints that were important
determinants of the timing of political party
emergence: laws governing the right to free
assembly, free association, and free speech.

WHY NOT PARTIES?

When trying to explain why parties emerged
when and where they did, it is as important to
consider the institutional obstacles to party
building as to look at the institutional incen-
tives for organized competition. These obsta-
cles can easily be overlooked by those who
study party emergence in the Anglo-American
realms, because they played such a minor role
in these countries. Yet one of the things which
made the United States and Great Britain
unusual in the first half of the 19th century was
the extent to which their citizens enjoyed the
right to form political organizations and to

express opposition to government policies.
Press freedom and the right to free assembly
were enshrined in the US Constitution, though
even here press freedom (freedom from prior
censorship) initially was viewed as being com-
patible with public action against those
deemed to be disseminating views which
threatened public order (Levy, 1985). This
interpretation reflected the prevailing view in
British Common Law. British censorship laws
were abolished at the end of the 17th century,
but well into the mid-19th century strict libel
laws hampered the publication of remarks
which might be construed as attacks on the
government or on those who governed (Harling,
2001). But British laws did allow groups to
organize to petition Parliament to present their
grievances. Thus, for instance, while the vio-
lence associated with the Chartist protests of
the 1830s was illegal, the petition itself was
legitimate and was voted on by the Parliament
(though soundly rejected). At a time when the
electorate was very small, the Chartist protests
did not lead to the foundation of a political
party, but this episode demonstrates the com-
paratively wide scope of freedom of political
association that Britons enjoyed by the first
part of the 19th century.

The case was sharply different on much of
the European continent. Here, many countries
maintained laws throughout the 19th century
that were designed to inhibit the development
of organized political groupings and to stifle
views hostile to those of the government.
In central Europe, the brief period of relative
freedom after Napoleon’s defeat was ended
by the 1819 promulgation of the Karlsbad
Decrees, which committed all states in the
German Federation to establish political cen-
sorship and other restrictions on political activ-
ities. In 1831 these common measures were
extended to forbid all political gatherings, and
in 1832 it became illegal to form a political
organization (Beyme, 1978: 707). These laws
severely limited political opposition, but they
did not entirely prevent the articulation of
liberal and nationalist positions. Such ideas
found their place in books (very long docu-
ments were exempt from censorship), in
private associations, and, to a lesser extent, in
the legislatures of some of the German states
(Blackbourn, 1997: 125). In much of Germany
direct press censorship was ended by 1850, but
even after this governments continued using
other legal tools to harass publishers of unsym-
pathetic newspapers (Ruud, 1979: 525). The com-
bined result of these restrictions was that schools
of ‘partisan’ thought emerged within these
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countries well in advance of the appearance of
organized parties.

Across continental Europe, prohibitions
against political organizing were briefly lifted
after the revolutions of 1848–49, but they were
quickly reimposed once these revolutions
failed. Such strictures gradually relaxed, but in
many countries their remnants lingered well
into the 20th century. For instance, until 1899
German laws prevented all cross-regional links
between party associations, and until 1908
local political associations in most German
states had to notify local authorities whenever
they held public meetings: women and minors
were legally excluded from all such gatherings.
Germany also had another type of legal obstacle
to party development: laws intended to thwart
the development of specific parties. Most
notably, from 1878 to 1890, Germany’s anti-
socialist laws banned socialist or communist
publications, and prohibited public meetings
to promote socialist and communist aims,
though they did allow Social Democratic can-
didates to compete in Reichstag elections and
to take their seats if they won (Fairbairn, 1996;
Turk, 1990; Ruud, 1979: 525).

Legal measures in France also inhibited party
formation for most of the 19th century. Laws
that limited the right to freedom of assembly
and freedom of association were legacies of the
reaction to the first French Revolution. These
laws were carried forward into the 19th cen-
tury, becoming progressively more restrictive.
For instance, at the beginning of the 19th cen-
tury political gatherings of fewer than 20
people were allowed to assemble without a
permit, and some political organizers tried to
create networks based on small cells. But even
this type of organizational effort was thwarted
after 1834, when laws against political gather-
ings were extended to cover groups of all sizes
(Huard, 1996: 77). Many restrictions against
political organization continued for some years
after the regime democratized in 1871, although
they were no longer so strictly enforced. They
were not entirely abolished until 1901, when a
new law of association gave parties the same
standing as other organizations (Huard, 1996:
Ch. 11). In addition, through the end of the
Second Empire governments continued to use
post-publication legal procedures to harass or
shut down newspapers expressing views hostile
to the government. Restrictions on press free-
dom were not lifted until 1881 (Ruud, 1979:
524). The combination of these restrictions did
not entirely stifle partisan organization in the
Second Empire and the early Third Republic,
but they certainly discouraged efforts to build

permanent structures for mobilizing political
support.

This brief review makes clear that the emer-
gence of modern parties was not just a function
of changing organizational incentives. It also
was influenced by the strength of organiza-
tional disincentives: in many places party devel-
opment was retarded by laws deliberately
designed to stifle political opinions and politi-
cal organizations, particularly those that might
threaten the status quo.

WHY THESE PARTICULAR PARTIES?

In addition to trying to explain the overall
emergence of modern parties, party scholars
also have been interested in explaining why
certain types of parties developed when and
where they did. Klaus von Beyme gives one
of the best brief overviews of the development
of different ‘party families’, and he offers
considerations about the interaction between
the development of various party types, noting
for example that ‘Radical parties emerged
mainly in those countries in which the Socialist
movement developed into a powerful factor
rather late’ (1985: 43), and that Conservative
parties have usually been ‘the second party to
develop, the organizational response to the
challenge of Liberalism and Radicalism’ (1985:
46). But as intriguing as his observations are,
they beg the question of why the earliest par-
ties emerged. One type of answer looks to
sociological factors to explain why and when
certain party types appeared. From this per-
spective, parties are entrepreneurs which try
to exploit existing social divisions, transform-
ing social identities into political ones. Thus,
in Seymour Lipset’s and Stein Rokkan’s (1967)
oft-cited account of cleavage-based party for-
mation, different types of parties were the
products of successive social revolutions that
brought new conflicts to the fore.

More recent investigations of the develop-
ment of particular party families have been
less concerned with general explanations and
more concerned with the reasons why similar
social conditions did not always produce simi-
lar party formations. For instance, in separate
studies Stathis Kalyvas (1996) and Carolyn
Warner (2000) have sought to explain why
Christian Democrats flourished in countries
such as Belgium and Italy but not in France.
Stefano Bartolini (2000) has examined the
factors in addition to the industrialization of
the labor force which explain the varying
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timing and success of left parties. These accounts
do not reject the importance of societal pre-
conditions, but they have tended to stress the
importance of decisions by individual politi-
cians, and of institutional settings which made
it more or less easy for new parties to compete.
They reject (as did Lipset and Rokkan) a
simple mechanical model whereby cleavages
are automatically translated into parties, and
focus instead on the process by which political
entrepreneurs more or less successfully mobi-
lized these cleavages and created new political
identities.

POLITICAL PARTIES AS OBJECTS
OF ANALYSIS

The study of political parties developed much
more slowly than the emergence of parties
themselves. Reviews of the American and
European party literature of the 19th century
clearly show how little is written about politi-
cal parties until after the first third of the cen-
tury (see Scarrow, 2003). This doubtless reflects
the limited experiences with political parties
up to that time, but it also reflects the very slow
recognition of parties as a legitimate part of the
governing process. Thus, in the United States,
where recognizably modern parties developed
comparatively early, prior to the 1840s few
analysts paid much attention to parties as insti-
tutions (though particular parties figured more
prominently in political polemics). Alexis de
Tocqueville, the perceptive French observer of
Jacksonian America, was one of the earliest
commentators to devote an extended reflection
to the role of the parties in American political
life. He saw American parties through the lens
of French anti-party prejudices, and hence
argued that the American parties founded on
selfish and even petty interests were more con-
ducive to public welfare than parties based on
high principles, because the latter are less will-
ing to compromise (Tocqueville, 1839: Ch. 10).

Tocqueville’s comments on the desirability
of different types of parties were typical of one
of the most prominent strands of writing about
parties prior to the 1840s. Around this time,
however, the emphasis in the literature started
to shift, particularly in countries which were
beginning to acquire more experience with
party politics.

In Britain, for instance, changes in political
practice in the wake of the Reform Act of 1832
prompted some sharp debates about the new-
found prominence of parties in parliamentary

life. Some observers were profoundly disturbed
by the growing expectation of party loyalty
within governing cabinets, and of party-line
voting within Parliament, viewing these
changes as an unwise retreat from the Burkean
ideal of parties as uncoerced coalitions united
by shared principles. One such critic was Lord
Brougham, a politician who served as a Whig
minister during the 1830s, but who split with
his colleagues because he prized his political
independence. Brougham (1839: 300) denounced
the increasingly partisan politics of the 1830s
as ‘this most anomalous state of things, – this
arrangement of political affairs which system-
atically excludes at least one-half of the great
men of each age from their country’s service,
and devotes both classes infinitely more to
maintaining a conflict with one another than to
furthering the general good’. Although other
British analysts shared Brougham’s regret over
the disappearing role for the independent leg-
islator, by mid-century most Anglo-Saxon
commentators tended to accept party disci-
pline as a necessary cost of parliamentary gov-
ernment. One of the most prominent advocates
of this view was Henry George, Earl Grey, the
son of a prime minister and himself a member
of several cabinets. In a treatise that was
quickly translated into several languages he
argued that ‘Parliamentary Government is
essentially a government by party’, and that
cohesive parties led to better government even
if some of this cohesion was ‘purchased’ by the
favors which ministers could offer to their sup-
porters (Grey, 1858). A few years later, Walter
Bagehot (1867) amplified on this theme of the
centrality of cohesive parties in parliamentary
government.

Even in continental Europe, where parties
and legislatures were much less developed
than their Anglo-American counterparts, there
is also evidence of an increased awareness of
party politics by the second third of the 19th
century. Some of their earliest concerns were
taxonomical efforts to categorize parties con-
ceived of as schools of political thought. One of
the earliest and most elaborate of these tax-
onomies was developed by Friedrich Roehmer
(1844), whose observation of Swiss politics led
him to develop a very elaborate classification
based on the four ages of man. Roehmer’s cat-
egories were not widely adopted – they were
in fact painstakingly dismissed in articles
like that published a few years later in the
Staatslexicon (Abt, 1848) – but many agreed
with Roehmer’s central premise that there
were cross-national similarities in the varieties
of available political alternatives.
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Britain’s comparatively early experience
with party-based parliamentary government
was on the minds of many across the continent
who sought to establish more constitutional
forms of government. Some saw Britain as a
model worth emulating, such as the Austrian
translator of Earl Grey’s treatise on parliamen-
tary government (Grey, 1863) and the German
legal scholar Robert von Mohl (1872). Yet
defenders of more autocratic systems tended
to disparage party-based government and the
party discipline this seemed to demand. For
instance, in 1871, a few months after the for-
mation of the new German empire, the influ-
ential German historian Heinrich von
Treitschke pointedly rejected the British exam-
ple, arguing that Germany benefited from
having a constitutional monarch who was
‘above the parties’ (Treitschke, 1903). Four
decades later, on the eve of World War I, German
authors continued to debate the desirability of
party participation in public life. While the
liberal theorist Friedrich Naumann still found
it necessary to defend parties as being a neces-
sary form of contemporary political life, with
educational and creative value (see Naumann,
1964: 214), others voiced concern about the
partiality of parties, and repeated Treitschke’s
argument that constitutional monarchy was a
good form of government precisely because
monarchy transcended partisan divisions
(Hasbach, 1912: 586).

American observers also responded to British
accounts of party-based parliamentary life.
Perhaps most famously, the young Woodrow
Wilson (1885) was inspired by his studies of
British politics to argue that American govern-
ment could be improved by the advent of ‘real
party government’, under which there would
be a more secure link between Congress and the
Executive. Others emphasized the special role
of parties in the ethnically diverse and politi-
cally divided American federation, stressing
parties’ beneficial role as a ‘nationalizing
influence’ (Ford, 1898). These responses to the
British experience were the origins of what
would become a long-running debate among
US academics about the feasibility, and desir-
ability, of responsible party government in the
United States (see Ranney, 1954).

The 1890s saw the emergence of another
concern that would form the basis for much
subsequent party scholarship: writings on par-
ties as extra-legislative organizations. A great
deal of this commentary was fuelled by the
perception that party organizations were
becoming too powerful and well organized,
with the prime example of this being the

‘machines’ that dominated politics in many
American cities at the time. One of the
most enduring of these works was Moisei
Ostrogorski’s (1902) comparison of party orga-
nizations in Britain and the United States.
Ostrogorksi was a French-educated Russian
whose suspicion of the benefits of organized
political parties was shared by other French
scholars of the period (Quagliariello, 1996).
Others also shared his interest in parties’ orga-
nizational activities. For instance in Germany,
where Social Democratic organization had
inspired other parties to strengthen their own
extra-parliamentary associations, Robert
Michels and Max Weber were soon to write
their now classic comments on the relations
between parties’ professional organizers and
their rank-and-file supporters (Michels, 1959;
Weber, 1982). But it was observers of US poli-
tics who wrote the most on this subject,
undoubtedly because at the beginning of the
20th century the US parties had the strongest
organizations.

The roots of the strong American party orga-
nizations extended back to the Jacksonian era,
when the Democratic Party dominated
national politics for much of the 1830s. This
party shocked many contemporary observers
by its unabashed use of public resources for
party ends, but patronage politics quickly
emerged as the new norm. From the Jacksonian
era through the end of the 19th century and
beyond, American parties often treated elec-
toral victory as a license to distribute govern-
ment jobs and other public assets to their
supporters. Reactions against such intermin-
gling of public and private interest became
an increasingly prominent strain in 19th-
century American political debates.

These attacks came to the fore in the final
decade of the century, when ‘good govern-
ment’ reformers and Populists became ever
more strident in denouncing the evils of exist-
ing political parties and in promoting institu-
tional innovations like referendums that
would enable ‘the people’ to bypass the par-
ties. Academic observers also were troubled by
party corruption, but they were less willing to
attack the existence of parties. By this time
many saw parties as essential to the function-
ing of the US political system (Beard, 1910;
Macy, 1904). Though very few defended the
party machines, some did argue that the spoils
of office might be a necessary price to pay for
having parties which were strong enough to
coordinate politics within the institutionally
and geographically fragmented United States
(Goodnow, 1900; see also Ford, 1898).
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CONCLUSION

This chapter has tried to show how the roots of
modern parties, and of modern party scholar-
ship, are to be found in the 19th century. The
emergence of party-organized politics was an
unanticipated, and even unwanted, side-effect
of the liberalization and democratization of
politics in that century. Although countries
took varied routes to the modern party era, by
the beginning of the 20th century recognizably
modern parties had begun to play an impor-
tant role in many places, structuring electoral
choices, coordinating legislative and executive
action, mobilizing the electorate, and recruit-
ing candidates. The study of political parties
developed largely in the wake of these
changes. The attitude towards parties changed
as well. For much of the 19th century, many
who wrote about political parties approvingly
quoted Burke’s late-18th-century definition,
according to which parties were groups united
in pursuit of the national interest. By the end of
the 19th century, however, some analysts had
begun to question Burke’s emphasis on par-
ties’ pursuit of the national interest, arguing
that competing parties served the national wel-
fare precisely because they pursued particular
(as opposed to national) interests: as the
American Anson Morse (1896: 80) put it, ‘the
true end of party . . . is, in ordinary times, to
promote not the general interest, but the inter-
est of a class, a section or some one of the many
groups of citizens which are to be found in
every state’ This kind of emerging acceptance
of the inevitability and necessity of party com-
petition laid the groundwork for a view of par-
ties that was to become dominant in much of
the 20th century, a pluralist view that saw par-
ties as beneficial mediators of individual and
group demands. It is only by appreciating the
views of parties that preceded this pluralist
conception that we can understand how big a
shift this new vision of politics represented.
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INTRODUCTION

Political parties evolved in America quite
simply because the new nation could not func-
tion without them. Democratic representation
depended on a new and unique system link-
ing voters to political office-holders and hold-
ing those in power accountable to the mass
electorate.

The relationship between theory and prac-
tice, with the theory usually preceding, and
making the case for, the institutional develop-
ment to follow, was not the case with political
parties. A need to align forces to develop coali-
tions of interest to elect representatives, includ-
ing the president, resulted in the uncertain
evolution of the party system. 

In the United States the parties were not
welcome, and to a large degree and despite their
utility they remain objects of suspicion and dis-
trust. They are extra-constitutional structures not
envisioned by the framers of the Constitution.
From the earliest beginnings, they have been
objects of criticism. In The Federalist, which was
meant to rally support for the new Constitution
of 1787, James Madison (1961) warned against
‘factions’ that would divide the new nation and
emphasize the economic, regional, and state divi-
sions. The new Constitution had been agreed to
in an effort to provide the foundation for a nation
and a new system of governance, one that united
the colonies and provided a basis for a national
accommodation and unity. The parties threat-
ened to undo what had been accomplished.

The parties initially grew out of need. The
theoretical justification of the parties followed
later. The argument that evolved in time was
that political parties are indispensable to a
democracy. They fulfill functions that no other
organization, then or now, could. These include:
representing the interests of the mass of voters;
mobilizing them to support candidates and
parties; presenting issue alternatives relevant
to the problems facing the nation and enacting
them once in office; recruiting candidates to
run for public office and supporting them in
campaigns; and providing the unity and cohe-
sion to make a fragmented governing system
perform adequately.

These are not easily achievable objectives.
Yet they are crucial to democratic governance.
Political parties provided the critical linkage in
any society whose ultimate power rests on
elections.

A final general point is that the parties are
agents of democratization in another regard. In
the competitive battle for additional sources of
support for winning elections and exercising
power, the parties pushed the bounds of the
electorate to greater inclusiveness (Keyssar,
2000). The parties extended the reach of the fran-
chise, from a select few in the colonial period, to
a mass-based male electorate, to the inclusion
of women (denied the vote until 1920), minori-
ties (effectively disfranchised until the Civil
Rights and Voting Right Acts of the 1960s),
and younger members of the society (the
18-year-old vote in the 26th Amendment to the
Constitution).

3
PARTY ORIGINS AND EVOLUTION IN

THE UNITED STATES

William Crotty
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PARTIES AND THE
DEMOCRATIC STATE

The lineage of parties in America and elsewhere
is directly tied to democratizing forces within
society. Political parties are agents of democ-
racy, critical to any system intending to repre-
sent and institutionalize the rule of the mass.

There are a number of ways of making this
point. Henry Jones Ford wrote in 1898:

The bane of the Whig ideal of government was
party spirit. It introduced principles of association
inconsistent with the constitutional scheme.
Because of party spirit gentlemen betrayed the
interests of their order and menaced the peace of
society by demagogic appeals to the common
people. Instead of the concert of action which
should exist between the departments of govern-
ment as the result of a patriotic purpose common
to all, devotion to party was substituted, and the
constitutional depositaries of power were con-
verted into the fortifications of party interest.
(Ford, 1967: 90)

Everett Carll Ladd, Jr. (1970: 16–17) puts the
matter somewhat differently:

Political parties are children of egalitarianism.
They have no place in pre-egalitarian societies, and
their presence in some form which denotes the
basic commonality of function cannot be avoided
in any egalitarian system. . . . We can . . . understand
the egalitarian revolution and the manner in which
it produced the social base for new political insti-
tutions like parties by noting its enemy – what it
was directed against. It was an attack on ascriptive
class societies, societies in which social position was
determined by birth. These are commonly called
aristocratic since aristocracy is a generic name for the
hereditary ruling class of an ascriptive class society.
The aristocracy, a small fraction of the population,
typically possessed a monopoly of all or nearly all
the components of high social position, such as
wealth, prestige, and power, and occupied a posi-
tion of legally defined privilege. Most people in
aristocratic societies were blanks, having no say in
the social, economic, and political decisions of the
system, and were permanently fixed in a distinctly
subordinate position.

Changes of such a radical nature towards egal-
itarianism and an emphasis on the individual’s
self-definition of interests in society were revo-
lutionary, undermining the old order and
replacing it with a new and uncertain social
and political structure. For those who held
power by reason of birth or wealth, it was
a development fraught with fears as to the

dissolution of the state and the destruction of
society, its norms and value commitments as
they then existed. Such fears proved to be well
founded.

A second point in this regard: Political par-
ties evolved (they were not planned and, as
indicated, were believed to be disruptive and
corruptive of a sound order). They were
created out of need, instituted as a practical and
effective mechanism (whatever their faults) for
mobilizing and representing the mass of
people. The party systems gave meaning to the
Constitution; they incorporated millions of
newcomers into the politics of the society; and
they made the promise of democratic partici-
pation in self-government a universal reality.

THE AMERICAN EXPERIENCE

The Constitution of the United States does not
mention political parties. How the society
should mobilize a mass electorate was
unknown; the implicit expectation was that
individual voters would inform and motivate
themselves and decide the public interest. The
government would be based on a unified
nation and rule in its best interest. It was to be
a poor reading of human nature, although one
familiar in early theorizing on democracy. It
also evidenced a large degree of naiveté con-
cerning the functioning of the new system:

In the process of party building, American
founders confronted and effectively solved a long
series of political problems. Some were foreseen
and some unforeseen, some were at hand from the
outset and some emerged only in the course of the
work. It was throughout an endeavor of pragmatic
adaptation and inventiveness under necessity,
guided at the beginning by immediate purposes
or a general desire to prove the republican
experiment, informed only later by a conception of
party as a goal. The problem of establishing the
republic and of establishing party overlapped, and
in a sense they all involved the practical fulfill-
ment of the nation and democratic promise of
the Declaration of Independence. (Chambers,
1963: 10–11).

Parties provided a link between ruled and
ruler, and a vehicle to channel representative
need upwards. Democratic politics is grounded
in conflict. It pits groups, regions, ethnic affili-
ations, religious denominations, races and
even such things as lifestyle commitments
against each other. The role of the parties is to
allow peaceful resolution of differences and to
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compromise and accommodate the conflicting
interests. The parties help provide a sense of
national identification and participation in
policy-making necessary to the functioning
and adaptability of a democratic system. 

The initial impetus for the American party
system developed out of just such struggles.
The competition was over nothing less than
the nature and operation of the constitutional
Republic. In many respects it is a curious story,
one that combines institutional and systemic
needs with values that forcefully disparage
the form of an agency that could fill those
needs.

There was no model of a party system that
the founders could adapt to the American situ-
ation. It had to be created in response to the
pressures for representation and governance. It
was to be experimental. Those involved in its
creation intended it as temporary. 

The Federalist, in promoting the new national
Constitution, warned of the necessity of curb-
ing the evils of faction. It was a position shared
by James Madison and Alexander Hamilton,
principal authors of the appeal for a unified
nation in The Federalist, and, in short order,
among the primary architects of the evolving
party system. 

George Washington, in his ‘Farewell
Address’, warned against ‘the baneful effects
of the Spirit of Party; a conflict that would
divide and potentially destroy the new nation’
(Washington, 1896: 218). John Adams, who
followed Washington in the presidency, wrote
that ‘a division of the republic into two great
parties . . . is to be dreaded as the greatest polit-
ical evil under our Constitution’ (quoted in
White and Shea (2000: 15); on the same subject
see McCulloch (2001)). Such warnings came at
the precise time the new party system was in
its formative stages. Thomas Jefferson was to
be the founding force (along with Madison) of
the earliest of the mass-based political parties
(the Democratic-Republicans or Jeffersonian
Republicans, or, more simply, the Jeffersonians,
which became the base for the later Democratic
party). This party was to compete with the
elitist Federalists (then dominant under George
Washington and his successor John Adams)
and was intended to oppose Adams, Hamilton
and their policies by organizing an opposition
force of interests and, in 1800, electing Jefferson
to the presidency.

The elitist Federalists had little motivation,
or belief for that matter, in extending the scope
of decision-making and no desire to create any
type of permanent party system (as neither did
Jefferson nor Madison). The new parties were

considered temporary expedients to meet an
immediate national emergency. Parties were
looked upon as ‘sores on the body politic’
(Chambers, 1963: 68; Hofstadter, 1969).

The divisions that led to the efforts to
expand the conflict to a public beyond the
bounds of political office-holders and to
solidify support for policies enacted, or to be
enacted, began at the very birth of the nation.
Hamilton, for example, initiated support at the
Constitutional Convention for his conception
of a strong federal government with financial,
budgetary, and economic powers sufficient to
stabilize the trade and international dealings of
the new country.

There was, of course, opposition. Many
believed the farm-oriented, rural nature of the
country should predominate in federal policy-
making. They also favored a system recog-
nizing the preeminent role of the states in
the Union (rather than a centralized federal
government). In their minds, and largely con-
sistent with the history of constitutional devel-
opment in the new nation, a state-centered
political system expressed the reality of the
American experience. It was the basis upon
which the Revolution had been fought. For such
advocates, a strong presidency with extensive
powers over the states and the nation’s economic
and monetary policy sowed the seeds for a
return to the monarchy from which they had
just freed themselves. Jefferson was to emerge
as the champion of this political faction and in
1800 he and his new party (built on a coalition
of southern states allied in the North with
Governor George Clinton of New York) con-
tested Adams and the Federalists for the presi-
dency and won.

The precipitating issues, in addition to eco-
nomic favoritism for mercantile trade and
financial institutions, were the Alien and
Sedition Acts of 1798. Both these acts (espe-
cially the latter) severely compromised the
rights of citizens, including the right to criticize
in speech or through the press the government,
its leaders, or its policies.

The opposing sides, Federalists and
Jeffersonian Democrats, did not consider them-
selves to be parties in the contemporary sense
of offering electors alternative voting choices
and as representing group coalitions intended
to dominate governance, although of course
this is what they did. The divide was far more
serious and involved nothing less than what
the United States should become as a nation:
what the text of the Constitution actually
meant in practice; the distribution of powers
within the federal system; the rights to be
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guaranteed to individuals; the manner in
which political power was to be exercised; and
the economic and political sectors that should,
by right, be favored by the government. 

There was little give on either side, limited
room for compromise, and a belief in the total
acceptance of one set of values over the other: 

The Federalists and Republicans [Jeffersonian
Democratic-Republicans] did not think of each
other as alternating parties in a two-party system.
Each hoped instead to eliminate party conflict by
persuading and absorbing the more acceptable
and ‘innocent’ members of the other; each side
hoped to attack the stigma of foreign allegiance
[England for the Federalists; France for the
Jeffersonians] and disloyalty to the intractable
leaders of the other, and to put them out of busi-
ness as a party. (Hofstadter, 1969: 8)

The Federalists were a party without a broad
mass base. After their defeat in the presidential
election of 1800, they soon disappeared, leav-
ing a period of one-party dominance by the
Jeffersonians. As an indicator of the totality of
the divide between parties, the Jeffersonians
believed they had established the nature,
limits, and purpose of the new nation: ‘The one-
party power that came with the withering away
of Federalism was seen by the Republicans
[Jeffersonians] not as anomalous or temporary,
much less as an undesirable eventuality, but
as evidence of the correctness of their view
and of the success of the American system’
(Chambers, 1963).

It would take decades, if not generations,
before the full conception of competing ideo-
logical and policy-making agendas, both repre-
senting legitimately contrasting strains of
representation, intended to be resolved by the
parties’ election outcomes, was to be accepted.
Pragmatic tolerance of an opposition, operat-
ing within the bounds of constitutionally-
validated institutional structure, evolved over
time, but its roots were embryonic in the orga-
nizations mobilized in the 1790s.

One other point is significant: the party system
itself actively and rapidly evolved (more
quickly than its popular acceptance). Essentially
created (in an uncertain manner) at the birth
of the nation and following a period of one-
partyism that ended with the election of
Andrew Jackson in 1828, it took forms that
have come down to us in the contemporary
period. Its initial development and perma-
nence in American politics provide testimony
to its crucial contributions to a functioning
democratic system.

FACTORS INFLUENCING THE
DEVELOPMENT OF PARTIES

IN THE UNITED STATES

The American party system has a number of
distinguishing characteristics, which have influ-
enced its evolution and served to define its spe-
cial character, its structures, and its operations.

Federalism

The American parties had to adapt to a federal
structure of government. This ensured a loose
structure, a party system sensitive to state
and local concerns while attempting to put
together coalitions for national office. The par-
ties thus were weakly structured organizations
appealing to a variety of interests and attempt-
ing to unite political forces within a national
entity sufficiently to compete effectively for the
presidency. The result was not only that they
managed to do this, but their coalitional nature
has come to be recognized as a superior mobi-
lizing device, as opposed to single-issue or one-
group (religious, ethnic, religious class, regional)
parties (however large their membership).
The coalitional party helps to promote a more
tolerant, compromising, and inclusive democ-
ratic electorate.

Another somewhat surprising development,
given the basic nature, loose structure, weak
incentive and reward systems, and inability to
discipline party activists or office-holders (con-
ditions that are the direct opposite of the mass
parties of Europe), has been the major parties’
ability, consistently over time, to represent
broadly antagonistic and competing coalitions
for power. The Democrats, evolving from the
days of Jefferson, have generally been more
sensitive to the needs of the less well-off in
society, the Republicans more representative of
wealth, corporate, and financial power.

The United States does not have a true class-
based political structure, although the New
Deal coalition came close. Still, while empha-
sizing cross-cutting cleavages, there has been a
broad economic and class dimension to the
two parties’ coalitions that has been consistent
throughout America’s electoral history. 

The electoral system

The United States employs a single member
district electoral system with a first-past-the-
post decision rule in elections. This is not the
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most accurate gauge of a populace’s views or
its vote (proportional representation systems
do this far better). It has been argued that it
does contribute to a more decisive electoral
outcome and therefore greater stability in gov-
ernance. It is also a force in pushing for com-
bining into two broad party coalitions.

The Electoral College was meant to break
the impasse at the Constitutional Convention
among big and small states, national and state-
oriented forces and those favoring popular
democratic election. The compromise solution
was that a form of filter on the public will and
indirect decision-making by a group of elders
or more politically astute electors was included
in the Constitution. With the possible exception
of George Washington, preordained as the first
president, it has never worked well and has
been a constant object of proposals for reform,
amendment, or replacement by direct election.
It does serve to reemphasize the winner-takes-
all nature of single member districts in electing
presidents, and therefore pressures voting blocs
into one party or the other. It serves to reem-
phasize the coalitional nature of party politics
and that an election in the United States can be
won only by one of the two major voting blocs.
In the process, third, minor, and splinter parties
have little or no chance of success.

Third parties

In any given election of consequence, there will
be a number of third or minor party candidates
on the ballot. More recently, minor candidacies
have made a practice of competing in presiden-
tial and state party primaries as a means of pro-
moting their views and gaining support for
their positions (abortion, limits on taxation,
animal rights, environmental concerns, anti-
vivisectionism, fundamentalist religion, and
family values being some of the causes pro-
moted). These are basically ideological and
policy-driven, single-issue groups who use the
elections to further public awareness of their
positions. V.O. Key, Jr. (1964) has labeled them
‘ideological interest groups’. They are not serious
threats to unseat or replace the dominant parties.
In addition, the major parties’ electoral superior-
ity has been reemphasized by state and local
regulation as to registration requirements and
ballot access provisions. These work to minimize
or eliminate minor party candidacies and, not by
accident, decisively favor the principal parties.

There has, of course, been limited evidence
of third party success. Abraham Lincoln and
the new Republican Party managed to win

the presidency within 6 years of the party’s
founding. It is a feat that proves an exception to
one of the most enduring rules in the political
landscape. It is constantly cited by any serious
alternative party that challenges the major par-
ties. A three-way split in 1912, brought on by
Theodore Roosevelt’s Bull Moose party, led to
the election of Democrat Woodrow Wilson in
an era of Republican dominance. The breakaway
of liberals (the Progressive party of Henry
Wallace) and of states-rights, anti-civil-rights
Dixiecrats (under Governor Strom Thurmond
of South Carolina) from the Democratic party
in 1948 was predicted to derail the reelection of
Harry S. Truman. Truman won a close race.
Alabama Governor George Wallace ran a similar
(to Thurmond) race-based law-and-order cam-
paign focused primarily in one region (the
South) in 1968 and 1972 that developed some
national support. Ross Perot in 1992 and 1996
financed his own Reform Party that attracted
(for a third party) an impressive share of the
vote (18.9 percent in 1992; 8.4 percent in 1996).

Others have run as small party candidates
with little success: Ralph Nader’s candidacy
in 2000 did affect the election’s outcome
by drawing enough support to give the
pivotal Florida popular vote, and with it the
Electoral College, to George W. Bush. Lyndon
LaRouche, a perennial candidate with an
authoritarian streak, has contested a number
of elections and party primaries. John Anderson
was a liberal Republican who contested the
election of Ronald Reagan in 1980. A number
of other minor candidates, such as Gary Bauer,
Alan Keyes, and the Reverend Al Sharpton,
have run in the primaries of one party or the
other.

Primary nominations

The most radical democratic initiative was
opening the parties’ nominating process to
mass-based influence through the primaries.
The primary largely replaced caucuses (the first
system used) and conventions. The national
convention remains as the official party vehicle
for deciding presidential nominees, but its
function in the contemporary period is to legit-
imize decisions already made in the primaries.
Caucuses and conventions are still used in
the states on a limited basis. The primaries
include all party activists (and in some states,
any elector who chooses to vote in the prenom-
ination phase) and the decision of these party
activists is binding on delegates to the national
conventions.
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One consequence is to include more voters
in the most important of party decisions, the
selection of its nominees for public office. It
replaces a mixed nominating system composed
of conventions, caucuses, and largely advisory
(‘beauty contest’) primaries. The final decision
in the older system was mostly influenced by
party regulars, their leaders, and the major
interest group representatives important to the
party in its campaign for office. Opening the
nomination system has significantly reinforced
the broad and flexible nature of party coali-
tions while further lessening the structural and
institutional coherence of the party itself.
Curiously, perhaps, it has not diluted the parti-
san differences in policies or ideology that sep-
arate the core identifiers of the two parties
(Miller, 1988; Miller and Jennings, 1986). In
addition, it has indirectly weakened the need
or capacity of third parties to contest elections.
A variety of choices on a range of issues, one
left-leaning in the American political main-
stream, the other right-leaning, are offered to
primary participants.

Regionalism

This was once the primary force in shaping
party agendas and coalitions and the issues
and groups to which the parties directed their
appeals. Regionalism faded in the 1920s,
although it has still had some relevance (the
South in its Republican vote being the most
prominent example) in recent generations. The
New Deal led to more nationalized and class-
based politics and the issue-driven campaigns
of recent generations, and regionalism has
fallen to a decidedly second-level influence.

Party loyalty

There is no clear indicator of an individual’s
party allegiance. In the American context, aggre-
gate party loyalty is a fuzzy concept based on
registration figures (often inadequate and out-
dated), the division of the vote in any given
election, or people’s statements as to which
party they support. There is no such thing as a
mass-based, dues-paying loyal party member-
ship. Party ‘members’ are free to affiliate with
and support the candidates of their choice (in or
between parties). The system allows a significant
degree of cross-party votes in elections, often
one predictor of the likely winner. 

The most accepted and analytically useful
indicator of party support has been the concept
of party identifications developed in The

American Voter (Campbell et al., 1960). As
explained in The New American Voter (Miller
and Shanks, 1996: 120), an update of the origi-
nal study:

Party identification is a concept derived from ref-
erence and small group theory positing that one’s
sense of self may include a feeling of personal
identity with a secondary group such as a political
party. In the United States, the feeling is usually
expressed as ‘I am a Democrat’ or ‘I am a
Republican.’ This sense of individual attachment
to party need not reflect a formal membership in
or active connection with a party organization.
Moreover, one’s sense of party identification does
not necessarily connote a particular voting record,
although the influence of party allegiance on elec-
toral behavior is strong, and there is evidence of a
reciprocal relationship in which voting behavior
helps establish, and solidify or strengthen, one’s
sense of party allegiance. The tie between individ-
ual and party is psychological – an extension of
one’s ego to include feeling a part of a group. Party
identification can persist without legal recognition
or formal evidence of its existence; it can even per-
sist without resting on or producing a consistent
record of party support either in one’s attitudes or
one’s actions.

It is a measure of an individual’s psychological
identification with one party or the other. It has
proven remarkably consistent in identifying the
intensity and voting loyalties of various cate-
gories of identifiers and, if not the major force in
voter decision-making, it rivals issue positions
and candidate perceptions in importance. Its
role is central as an explanatory variable in
explaining both voting outcomes and party ties:
‘personal identifications with the Republican or
Democratic party are more stable than any other
variable and play a major role in shaping most
other political attitudes as well as vote choice’
(Miller and Shanks, 1996: 18).

STAGES OF PARTY DEVELOPMENT

Five broad stages of party development can be
identified. Each phase served historically dif-
ferent needs for the nation and evidenced dif-
ferent patterns of party support.

The first stage involved the creation of the
political parties. It extended from the 1790s
to what could be called the reinvention, or
revitalization, of the party system after the col-
lapse of the Federalists and the one-party era of
Jefferson and Madison’s Republican-Democrats
(the early Democratic party) up to 1828. In this
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era, the ‘parties and the party system appear to
have served particularly significant integrative
functions in the period of nation-building’
(Chambers and Burnham, 1975: 7). 

The second stage, begun with the Jacksonian
presidency and continued to the Civil War,
witnessed the development of the party struc-
tures, from state and national nominating con-
ventions to party institutions and campaign
operations and approaches. These initial insti-
tutional forms have come down to the contem-
porary period (with the addition of the direct
primary in the early years of the twentieth
century and the opening of party operations in
the late 1960s and early 1970s) in forms recog-
nizable since their adoption. It is during this
period that parties set their competitive pat-
terns as well as the institutional forms that
have endured.

The Democratic party fragmented in the
1840s and 1850s over questions of slavery, the
role of the states in the Union, interpretations
as to the divisions of constitutional powers, and
expansionist issues the political system had
been attempting to deal with since the nation’s
founding. The era also witnessed the failure of
the Whigs, a party with a policy agenda and
roots broadly similar to the early Federalists.
This left the initiative to the new Republican
party, and its 1860 presidential candidate
Abraham Lincoln, to unify and mobilize senti-
ment in the North to resolve the cleavages over
the states’ place in the national system and,
during the Civil War, to end slavery, an issue
that had divided the nation since its birth,
and one the Constitution did little to resolve
permanently. 

The most significant development, from a
party and representative standpoint, of the
second period may well have been the estab-
lishment of an enduring mass base to the party
system, the national government, and policy-
making (Chambers and Burnham, 1975: 11).
The ends of an inclusive, representative demo-
cracy came to fruition during the years 1828–60.
To these could be added ‘those of egalitarian-
ism’, symbolized by the election of Andrew
Jackson in 1828, in contrast to the elitist
oligarchies of Massachusetts and Virginia that
had held power to this point. 

The third stage of party development encom-
passed the years 1865–1932 and is referred to as
‘a derivative stage’, that is, a period of ‘adjust-
ment rather than creativity’ (Chambers and
Burnham, 1975: 14). It was also a period that
saw the nationalization of American problems
and the incorporation of vast numbers of
immigrants into the nation’s politics, parties,

and democratic value structures. In these
regards, it was a dynamic period of expansion
and economic development for the country,
one the party system both adapted itself to and
encouraged. 

The institutional developments did see the
advent of the urban boss and the political
machines. They also saw a level of corruption
in all phases and all forms of government
activities not experienced before or since.

The period was characterized by a one-
party Republican dominance outside the
South, and by competitive two-party elections
nationwide with the Republicans normally
victorious. The presidential election of 1876
(Hayes–Tilden), decided by the Congress,
ended efforts (until the 1950s and 1960s) to
integrate the races in the South and estab-
lished the primacy of Democrats in the region.
It would turn out to be a mixed blessing in
that, while critical to the Democratic Party’s
success in national elections, this rise of
Southern Democrats added a conservative
and often racist component to what was the
nation’s more liberal party. 

The election of 1896 (McKinley–Bryan)
pitted a populist (Bryan) against a conserva-
tive, expansionist, and pro-corporate interest
Republican. The Republican Party won over-
whelmingly and cemented its position as the
nation’s dominant party up to the New Deal
and the candidacy of Franklin Delano Roosevelt.
The Republican control of the presidency after
1896 was broken by Woodrow Wilson’s two
terms (1912–20), brought on by a split among
Republicans (between Teddy’s Roosevelt’s
Bull Moose party and the Republican Party
‘regulars’ as represented by incumbent William
Howard Taft).

The fourth stage of party development was
the New Deal era symbolized by Franklin D.
Roosevelt’s victory in 1932 and to a large extent
a product of the Great Depression. The New
Deal party system was built on a class division,
the less well-off voting Democrat, the better-off
economically voting Republican. This division
had been present throughout American politi-
cal history, but the New Deal gave it a voice and
meaning previously not apparent.

Among the consequences were the creation
of the social welfare state, the regulation in
the public interest of financial and corporate
activities, and an expansion of the federal gov-
ernment and its powers. The New Deal perma-
nently established Washington as the centerpiece
of American politics.

The fifth stage of political development is
basically the post-New Deal era with the full
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incorporation of African-Americans into
politics and American society, and an end to
the expansion of the welfare state. It led to a
Republican ascendancy from 1968 on (broken
by the presidencies of two southern centrist
Democrats, Jimmy Carter (1977–1981) and Bill
Clinton (1993–2001).

Dominant in this stage of development,
beginning with the Nixon presidency and
developed most determinedly in the Ronald
Reagan administration and pursued by the
presidency of George W. Bush (2001–09), has
been an effort to curtail social programs and
spending, revise the tax code to redistribute
wealth upwards (a contrast with the policies of
the New Deal era), run budgetary deficits of
historic proportions, a greater militarization,
and, in the second Bush’s term in office, the
necessity of dealing with global terrorism.

The new era has seen a weakening of party
bonds, a seismic increase in the cost of politics,
a polarization of the electorate, the growth of
an independent vote, a rise in the importance
of issue voting, and candidate-centered (as
against party-centered) campaigns. The politi-
cal party in this era remains a symbolic attach-
ment for most Americans but its actual
influence over voters and office-holders has
declined:

the modern mass party retained a virtual mono-
poly over one key component – access to office for
ambitious politicians – and with that political
careers remained party centered. It was this virtual
monopoly that disappeared in the critical era of
the 1960s, and with its disappearance, the modern
mass party also disappeared as an institutional
form. It was a casualty of social, political, and tech-
nological changes and its own weakening institu-
tions; but it was above all the loss of its virtual
monopoly control over campaigns as candidates
were able to develop an alternative to the party-
centered campaign – the candidate-centered cam-
paign organization – that made the modern mass
party collapse . . . With that the century and a half
of party-centered elections ended and the contem-
porary era of candidate-centered elections began.
(Aldrich, 1995: 269)

The contemporary era has seen a refocusing
of party efforts and a decrease in the party’s
powers to influence elections, manage and
finance campaigns, and choose through nomi-
nation processes its preferred candidates. The
trade-off has been an increased role in party
decision-making by the party’s base and a free-
dom to organize campaigns and seek elective
office by respective candidates. Such changes

in the political environment have not been
universally acclaimed. They may be inevitable
and unquestionably establish more demanding
barriers for the parties to surmount.

CONCLUSION

The party system was created out of necessity.
Its development mirrors the expansion and
increasing democratization of the nation. It has
never been a welcome addition to American
politics, although the services it provides a
democratic society are invaluable. The system
began in the efforts of the 1790s to mobilize
support for the competing conceptions of
government and to answer the policy
demands of opposing constituencies. The two
parties’ coalitions and policy agendas when
in office continue to respond to the same
dynamics. 

The parties of the contemporary era reflect
their births and the pressure for representation
and national development within a society in
constant change. The weakening of party ties
and institutional structure in the modern
period introduces a new period of adaptive
and political stress to institutions that have
served the nation well.
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Notwithstanding that the democracy of
Athens clearly predated the invention of polit-
ical parties in the modern sense of formal
organizations that promote candidates for
office under a common identifying label, and
notwithstanding the persistence of a few small
democracies in which parties have not taken
root (Anckar and Anckar, 2000) and the some-
what more common phenomenon of non-
partisan local governments within systems
that have parties at the national level, it is
widely accepted ‘that the political parties cre-
ated democracy and that modern democracy
is unthinkable save in terms of the parties’
(Schattschneider, 1942: 1). Behind this appar-
ent consensus, however, there is a wide range
of views about what democracy means, and
correspondingly about the proper nature and
functions of political parties and party sys-
tems in a democracy.

Despite the great divergence of views, how-
ever, they can be organized around a relatively
short list of interrelated questions. Three clus-
ters of these questions bear directly on the defi-
nition of democracy:

1. Is democracy primarily about the discovery
and implementation of the ‘popular will’,
or is it primarily about popular imposition
and enforcement of limits on government
power? If democracy is about the imple-
mentation of the ‘popular will’, how is that
defined and identified? And if democracy is
about the limitation of government, can this
be reconciled with majority rule, or does it
require that minority groups that might be
victimized by an arbitrary majority be able
to impose a veto?

2. Is democracy primarily about outcomes or
is it primarily about process, and if democ-
racy is primarily about outcomes, is the
meaning of ‘outcomes’ restricted to choices
of policy or personnel, or does it extend to
consequences for the moral or psychological
development of citizens?

3. Is democracy to be understood as a macro
or a micro phenomenon – as Sartori (1965:
124) might ask, is ‘democracy on a large
scale . . . the sum of many little democra-
cies’? Sartori’s answer was no.).

Others bear more directly on the nature
of parties or party systems:

4. Are parties properly considered as auto-
nomous actors in the political process among
which voters are called upon to choose or
are they channels through which citizens
themselves act politically?

5. Ought parties to be distinctive and exclu-
sive with regard to their policies and sup-
port bases, or ought they to be convergent
and overlapping?

PARTIES IN POPULAR SOVEREIGNTY
THEORIES OF DEMOCRACY

The simplest, and – at least through the 1970s –
the dominant normative and (except with
regard to the United States) empirical answers
to these questions in Anglo-American political
science begin with the ‘responsible two-party
government’ model (Ranney, 1962; American
Political Science Association Committee on
Political Parties, 1950; with regard to party
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government more generally, see Rose, 1974;
Castles and Wildenmann, 1986; Katz, 1987). In
its essence similar to Lijphart’s (1999) model of
majoritarian democracy, which focuses heavily
on political parties, but also to Riker’s (1982)
model of populism in which parties are at most
implicit, this model identifies democracy with
the majority choice between two distinctive
alternatives. These alternatives are embodied
in political parties of which one, because there
are exactly two, must win a majority at any
election. That party then assumes control over
the government until the next election, and
because that control is undivided, the govern-
ing party can be held unequivocally responsi-
ble for its stewardship at the next election.
Clearly this collective responsibility is contin-
gent upon the cohesion of the party in power –
and by extension to prospective voting, upon
the cohesion of the opposition party as well.

Beyond this, however, the cohesion of the
responsible two-party government model itself
breaks down along a number of dimensions.
The first concerns the basis of party cohesion.
Is it cohesive support for a particular leader
or team of leaders as in Beer’s model of Tory
democracy (1982: 91–8), or for a particular line
of policy, as in his model of Socialist democracy
(1982: 79–86)? Alternatively, is electoral politics
about finding the popular will by allowing the
people to put ‘predominant political control in
the possession of those who are by descent, by
character, by education, and by experience best
fitted to exercise it’ (Hearnshaw, 1933: 293–4) in
a society where social classes are hierarchically
ordered but not divided by fundamental interest
(Tory democracy), or is electoral politics a
peaceful alternative to warfare between classes
whose interests are fundamentally opposed
(Socialist democracy)?

Beer describes these models as ‘collectivist’,
but particularly the Socialist (policy-oriented)
model has individualist equivalents in what
I have described as binary and Downsian
models of popular sovereignty (Katz, 1997). In
the first, issues are assumed to form two
clusters – the generalization of Duverger’s
(1959: 215) claim ‘that political choice usually
takes the form of a choice between two
alternatives’ – so that the two parties, each rep-
resenting one of these clusters, take distinctly
different policy stands. In the second, issue
positions are assumed to be the equivalent of
points on a policy line, with the parties remain-
ing cohesive with respect to policy but tending
to converge on the first preference of the median
voter. The Downsian model of democracy also

differs from binary democracy (and indeed
from all of the other popular sovereignty
models) in its assumptions (in the case of
Downsian democracy explicit; in the cases of
the other models implicit) concerning the rela-
tionship between the goals of policy-seeking and
office-seeking (Strøm, 1990). In the Downsian
model, parties formulate policy proposals in
order to win elections; in the other models,
parties try to win elections (seek office) in
order to be able to formulate public policy.

The second dimension concerns the social
basis of parties, in particular whether party is
understood to be the political arm of a coherent
social group or class in a fundamentally seg-
mented society (e.g., the party of the working
class or of farmers or of the religious) or alter-
natively as an alliance or representative of citi-
zens who share common, but potentially
mutable, views on issues. The former, which
corresponds to the ‘i’ (ideological oppositions)
end of the functional dimension developed by
Lipset and Rokkan (1967: 10) from Parsons’
(1959) scheme of functional subsystems in
society, is associated with the mass party of
integration, and a political strategy of mobi-
lization and encapsulation; the latter corre-
sponds to the ‘a’ (interest-specific oppositions)
end of the dimension, and to the catch-all
(Kirchheimer, 1966), or electoral-professional
(Panebianco, 1988: 262–7) models of party, and
to a strategy of compromise and conversion.

The third, and related, dimension concerns
what Ranney (1962: 156) described as ‘the little
civil war about “internal democracy”’ On one
side, early 20th-century scholars like Frank
Goodnow (1900), the mid-20th century
Committee on Political Parties of the American
Political Science Association, advocates of
the ‘Socialist democracy’ model of party
government, and the parties of the ‘new left’
(although, as small parties, not advocates of
the two-party model) see internal democracy
as necessary for various combinations of three
reasons. Particularly from the perspective of
‘Socialist democracy,’ internal party democ-
racy is essential in order for the party to be able
to speak as the authentic voice of the social
segment it represents, and this in turn both
legitimizes the dominance of the party on the
ground over the party in public office (Katz and
Mair, 1993) and privileges the party manifesto
over the individual judgement or consciences
of elected officials. Particularly from the perspec-
tive of the new left, internal democracy allows
ordinary party members to become actively
involved as participants in policy-making for
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the party, and thus in true self-governance as
citizens (see below). Finally, all advocates of
internal party democracy see it as essential as
a way to hold party leaders accountable, or, in
the terms of principal-agent models, internal
democracy is seen as a way of enforcing the
control of party members as the principals over
both party officials and public officials elected
under the party’s banner as their agents.

On the other side, the principal argument
is that internal democracy is incompatible
with external cohesion (Ford, 1900, 1909; Downs,
1957: 25), or simply that democracy is about
what happens between parties, not within them
(Schattschneider, 1942). Moreover, if one assumes
that the Downsian assumptions that lead to the
expectation of party convergence on the first
preference of the median voter would be trans-
lated to intraparty politics as well, then even if
the parties could each present a coherent face to
the electorate the result of intraparty democracy
would be to fix each of the parties at the median
of its own supporters, obviating the virtues of
two-party competition. In principal-agent terms,
the complaint is that public officials should be the
agents of the electorate as a whole, and that the
conflict of interest entailed in expecting them
also to be the agents of their party membership
organizations will allow, or even force, them to
shirk this primary responsibility. Often in the
American case this is supplemented by the claim
that the entire enterprise – which in the absence of
true membership organizations generally equates
the party’s membership with its electoral sup-
porters or at least its registrants or primary
election voters (e.g., V.O. Key’s (1964: 163–5) cat-
egory of ‘the party in the electorate’) – is funda-
mentally misguided: parties, in this view, are
alliances of leaders between which voters choose,
and not organizations of the citizens themselves
(Schattschneider, 1942: 59).

The assumptions that there is a common
interest that is identifiable by an elite who will
be recognized by ordinary voters (Tory democ-
racy), or that there are only two cohesive social
groups competing for political power (Socialist
democracy1), or that even if there are two sides
to every issue, they are the same two sides
across all issues (binary democracy), or that an
entire program of policy proposals can be
reduced to a single point on a single dimension
(Downsian democracy), each in its own way
justifies a two-party system as both adequate
and, given the presumed importance of having
a stable majority outcome, desirable. Each is,
however, also highly questionable.

Given its privileging of ‘strong and stable
government first’ (Amery, 1947: 19), there

really is no Tory-like alternative to two-party
government, and hence no way of dealing with
the implausibility of its underlying assump-
tions about the nature of society and of the
common interest or popular will. Each of the
other models, however, can be adapted to a
multi-party version that does not depend on
such highly restrictive premises.

The easiest to adapt institutionally is Socialist
democracy; if one replaces the Marxian
assumption that there is an all-subsuming divi-
sion between the proletarian and bourgeois
classes with a more general cleavage-based
view of society, then the Socialist prescription
of two cohesive parties can be generalized to a
prescription of a one-to-one correspondence
between fundamental social segments and inte-
grative parties. The problem is to get from this
multi-party system of group representation to a
decision process that can be assumed to result
in the popular will, particularly in light of the
well-known ‘paradox of voting’ (Brams, 1976;
Condorcet, 1975 [1785]; Arrow, 1963).

The same problem arises with individualist
theories of popular sovereignty as soon as the
binary or unidimensional assumptions are
violated. One of the classic statements of the
problem in the first case comes from Moisei
Ostrogorski’s (1902: II, 618–19) study of late
19th-century politics in the United States:

what was pompously called the national verdict
was, as a rule, tainted with ambiguity and uncer-
tainty . . . after ‘the voice of the country had
spoken’, people did not know exactly what it had
said; . . . for, however paramount a particular ques-
tion may have been in the public mind, considera-
tions foreign to it constantly entered into the
‘popular verdict’.

The problem in the second case has been exten-
sively explored in the rational choice literature;
simply, if preferences are not single-peaked (i.e.,
if there is not a single underlying dimension),
then there is no stable equilibrium or Condorcet
choice except under unbelievably restrictive
conditions (Plott, 1967; for a full discussion of
this literature in empirical as well as theoretical
terms, see the chapter by Budge in this volume).

Ostrogorski’s solution was to replace perma-
nent and all-encompassing parties with what
would amount to a series of two-party systems
(what he called ‘single issue parties’ (1902: II,
658–63), each of which would address one issue,
resolve it, and then be replaced by a new pair of
parties taking the two sides of a new issue.2 If
issues are understood as continua rather than
dichotomies, then one might imagine the same
idea applied one dimension at a time instead of
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one issue at a time. Aside from the question of
whether problems can be solved one-at-a-time
and once-and-for-all, the obvious danger here is
that if a succession of transient amateur adminis-
trations does not lead to chaos, it will lead to the
dominance of the administrative officials as the
sole possessors of the networks and expertise
required for the government of a complex state
(Ranney, 1962: 129).

The alternative is a multi-party system in
which the parties are identified with unique
combinations of policy positions rather than
with social categories, and the problem of
arriving at particular decisions on particular
questions is transferred from the electoral
arena to the legislature, leading to a model of
democracy that might be called ‘legislative
popular sovereignty’. This opens the possibility
of coalition formation through the trading of
votes, and if not the likelihood of a Condorcet
outcome, then at least the plausible argument
that parties, as the representatives of groups of
people who are in fundamental agreement
across issues, and provided that their represen-
tation in the legislature is proportional to the
size of those groups among the citizens, will
reach the same outcome that the citizens would
have reached themselves had direct democracy
been possible.3

The implications of each of these six models
of popular sovereignty democracy for the
proper nature of political parties are summa-
rized in Table 4.1.

PARTIES IN LIBERAL THEORIES
OF DEMOCRACY

The six models of democracy suggested in the
previous section all identify democracy with

the discovery and implementation of the
popular will. The major alternative family of
democratic theories is concerned primarily with
the liberal value of popular self-protection.
This shift in value priorities implies a shift in
attitude toward the relationship between gov-
ernment and citizens as well: for the popular
sovereignty theories, government is a tool of
the people, and therefore in a sense a part of
them, whereas for the liberal theories the gov-
ernment is a potential danger to the people,
and therefore necessarily separate. In principal-
agent terms, while many, but by no means all,
popular sovereignty theories recognize agency
slack (with the individual parties or office-
holders as the agents) as a potential problem,
for liberal theories agency slack (with the
government as the agent) is one of the two
principal problems that must be addressed in
institutionalizing democratic government.

All democratic theories must be concerned
with the problem of the unchecked rule of a
minority over the majority. That is, of course,
the reason for the concern with majority forma-
tion in popular sovereignty theories. Liberal
theories also rely on popular elections to con-
trol this danger. But where the converse
problem of the unchecked rule of a minority by
the majority is at most of secondary concern
for popular sovereignty theories (which define
democracy as the implementation of the will of
the majority), it is the other principal problem
for liberal democratic theories.4

That said, liberal theories of democracy can
be classified into four types, defined by the
intersection of their assumptions about the
nature of conflicting interests in society and
therefore about the way in which what might
be called majority tyranny can be avoided, on
the one hand, and their assumptions about the
relative commitments to liberal values of elites
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Table 4.1 Summary of popular sovereignty theories of democracy and competitive party systems
Should the parties Should party 
be durable over time Should parties be coalitions cut  

Theory of Ideal number and comprehensive with primarily office-seeking across social 
democracy of parties respect to issues? or policy-seeking? divisions?

Binary 2 yes policy yes
Downsian 2 yes office yes
Ostrogorskian 2 (at any one time) no policy yes
Legislative As many as yes policy yes

there are distinct 
combinations of 
policy preferences

Tory 2 yes policy yes
Socialist 2 yes policy no
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and of ordinary citizens, and therefore about
the centrality of agency slack, on the other.5 As
with the popular sovereignty theories, each set
of assumptions has implications concerning
the proper nature and role of political parties
and party systems.

The first pair of liberal theories may be iden-
tified as ‘pluralist’. The defining assumption is
that the cleavages among interests are fluid
and cross-cutting, rather than fixed and mutu-
ally reinforcing. As a result, institutions –
including political parties – can be structured
so as to make it difficult for any enduring
majority to form while at the same time mod-
erating the temptation of any majority of the
moment to abuse its position.

Like the responsible two-party government
models, these theories generally call for a two-
party system, albeit primarily because this will
allow the majority to evict a government –
what Pinto-Duschinsky (1997, 1999) has called
‘removal van democracy’ – rather than to
ensure either stable government or popular
endorsement of the policies to be pursued by
government. They differ most centrally from
the responsible two-parties models, and indeed
in the American debate over responsible two-
party government these pluralist liberal models
represent the other side of the debate, in that
they call for parties that are not cohesive with
regard to policy, and especially not cohesive
with regard to their social basis. Rather, the
claim is that if each party depends at least in
part on the support of groups that also support
the other party, then neither party will be able
to participate in the unreasonable exploitation
of any group without itself suffering signifi-
cant loss of support from that group.

This emphasis on weak and incoherent par-
ties, coupled with confidence in the ability of
ordinary voters armed simply with the right of
frequent elections to prevent leaders from
intruding on their rights, is particularly evident
in pre-20th-century versions of majoritarian or
pluralist liberal theory. Prominent examples
include Jeremy Bentham’s call for annual elec-
tions to allow voters to ‘[divest] of their power
all unfit representatives, before they had time
to produce any lasting mischief’ (1962: III, 561)
coupled with his hostility to political organiza-
tions, as exemplified by the weak cohesion of
his own Radical Party, or the antipathy for
political parties expressed in The Federalist cou-
pled with the call for biennial elections of the
House of Representatives.

Particularly after the collapse of democratic
governments in Europe in the inter-war years,
and in response to survey research that showed

elites to be more committed to liberal values
than were ordinary citizens, the focus shifted
to place greater emphasis on the self-restraint
of leaders, on the sociological preconditions of
cross-cutting cleavages and dispersed and var-
iegated access to politically relevant resources,
and on regular competition among elites.
Prominent examples of theorists of this genre
include Schumpeter (1962), Sartori (1965), and
Dahl (1956, 1966, 1971) – for a critique, see
Bachrach (1967). As in the Downsian model of
popular sovereignty, parties are understood to
be teams of leaders rather than organizations
of citizens, but unlike the Downsian assump-
tion of prospective policy-oriented competi-
tion, the pluralist liberal ideal is retrospective
result-oriented judgement by voters whose
vocabulary is necessarily limited to ‘yes’ or ‘no’
(Schattschneider, 1942: 52). Moreover, because
ordinary citizens are not only illiberal but
also incompetent – ‘the typical citizen drops
down to a lower level of mental performance
as soon as he enters the political field’
(Schumpeter, 1962: 262) – leaders ought not
to be restrained (e.g., by intraparty democ-
racy) from presenting the people with ‘results
they never thought of and would not
have approved of in advance’ (Schumpeter,
1962: 278).

If cross-cutting cleavages are a prerequisite
for stable liberal democracy, as the pluralists
argue, then such a regime ought not to exist
in countries where cleavages are deep and
mutually reinforcing. Yet, as Lijphart (1968)
observed, the Netherlands (divided by
religion), Belgium (divided by language), and
Switzerland (divided by both religion and lan-
guage) appeared to defy this rule. In response,
he advanced the model of consociational
democracy, based on his observation of democ-
racy in the Netherlands. In many respects,
this was a modern version of Calhoun’s
(1943) model of ‘concurrent majorities’, taking
account of the fact that the fundamental social
segments might not be coterminous with the
geographic subdivisions of a federal state, and,
as with the more recent versions of pluralist
liberal theory, assuming that greater elite
autonomy is both necessary and desirable.
Together, they exemplify theories that can be
identified as ‘veto-group liberalism’.

As the name implies, these theories solve the
problem of majority exploitation by abandon-
ing the majority principle altogether, and
replacing it with a system of mutual vetoes. In
Calhoun’s version of this model, the central
government would be relatively limited in
scope, and the vetoes would be exercised by
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the subnational governments. There is nothing
directly said about the nature of the political
parties operating within each subnational
system, although given the tenor of his argu-
ment, it would appear that subnational gov-
ernments are meant to operate under some
version of responsible party government. One
may infer, however, from Calhoun’s (1943: 34)
disdain for separation of powers as an ade-
quate guarantor against the majority faction,
that coherent national parties are incompatible
with his vision of democracy.

The basic claim of the consociational model
is that ‘overarching cooperation at the elite
level can be a substitute for crosscutting affilia-
tions at the mass level’ (Lijphart, 1968: 200). It
is a government by elite cartel6 characterized
by four conditions: ‘government by a grand
coalition of the political leaders of all signifi-
cant segments of a plural society’; operation of
a system of mutual vetoes by the leaders of all
significant segments of society; proportionality
as the standard for allocation of all or most
political ‘goods’; and a high degree of internal
autonomy for each group (Lijphart, 1968: 25).
This system is supported by an electoral
system of closed-list proportional representa-
tion with a single national district, all of which
implies cohesive national political parties
dominated by their leaders. Further, while the
implication of Calhoun’s argument is that
there would be a separate party system within
each of the significant social segments (subna-
tional units), in the ideal consociational
system, there would be a one-to-one corre-
spondence between parties and social group-
ings.7 Finally, in contrast to the pluralist vision
of continuous, if moderated, interparty conflict
between elections, the veto group liberal
model assumes that electoral conflict will be
replaced by inter-elite cooperation that is made

necessary precisely by the mutual hostility of
the social groupings’ members. This means
that the parties’ leaders, whether initially
chosen ‘democratically’ or not, must have the
autonomy to override the unwillingness of
their followers to compromise.

Table 4.2 summarizes the prescriptions for
political parties of these liberal models of
democracy.

CONSENSUS DEMOCRACY

As indicated above, the responsible two-party
government model corresponds quite closely
to Lijphart’s model of majoritarian democracy.
While the alternative, consensus democracy,
has much in common with consociational
democracy, from which it might be understood
to be derived, it is also different in three impor-
tant respects that bear on the role of political
parties in democracy.

Consociational democracy explicitly rests on
a system of mutual vetoes. In consensus
democracy, the emphasis is instead on negotia-
tion, and indeed Lijphart (1999: 2) indicates
that Kaiser’s (1997: 434) term ‘negotiation
democracy’ might be adopted as a synonym.
With regard to the majority principle, which
veto group liberalism overtly rejects as inade-
quate, consensus democracy takes a more
ambiguous position. While oversized majori-
ties clearly are preferred to minimum winning
coalitions, this is still less than demanding a
grand coalition. On the other side, minority
governments are also preferred to minimum
winning coalitions, because this implies con-
stantly shifting majorities supporting parti-
cular issues in place of one stable majority.
Nonetheless, the ultimate decision rule remains
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Table 4.2 Summary of liberal theories of democracy and competitive party systems
Should party What level of 
coalitions cut constraints should 

Ideal number Cohesiveness across social the party impose 
Theory of democracy of parties of parties divisions? on its leaders?
Benthamite or Madisonian 2 low yes strong
Schumpeterian or polyarchal 2 low yes weak
Concurrent majorities At least one for high no strong

each social 
segment

Consociational One for each high no weak
social 
segment
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the majority principle. At the same time,
however, the simple distinction between ‘the
majority’, which can be held accountable for all
of the government’s decisions, and ‘the minor-
ity’, which might replace it if enough voters
change their preferences, is obscured.

The second respect in which consensus
democracy differs from consociational democ-
racy concerns the basis of the divisions among
parties. In the consociational model, parties
clearly are reflections of deep social cleavages.
While the consensus model recognizes socio-
logical dimensions of party competition, the
very use of the dimensional metaphor, not to
mention consideration of both a socioeconomic
and a post-materialist dimension, implies a
continuous multi-dimensional policy space in
which parties choose positions, rather than a
categoric ‘menu’ of parties directly corre-
sponding to social structure.

The third difference concerns what I have
called the ‘partyness of government’ (Katz,
1986: 40–6). While one might argue about
which ‘aspect’ of a segment’s identity (party,
church, press, union) is dominant in any par-
ticular arena, the fundamental point for the
consociational model is that the leadership
cadre of each segment forms a kind of ‘inter-
locking directorate’ (Lijphart, 1968: 59–70), so
that party is intimately connected to the full
range of governmental activity, and indeed the
full range of political activity more widely
understood. Among the defining characteris-
tics of consensus democracy, on the other
hand, is the explicit exclusion of party from the
judiciary and central bank coupled with limita-
tion of party influence through strong corpo-
ratist institutions (which are understood to be
competitors for party dominance), territorial
division of power, and presidentialism.

The conjunction of these three differences
implies a model that is different both from
popular sovereignty, which is about finding
the popular will, and from liberalism, which is
about the containment of conflict. Instead, con-
sensus democracy appears to be about equi-
table management in the pursuit of objectives
that have been defined a priori to be good. One
of these ‘goods’ is demographic representa-
tiveness. Having cut party free from social
cleavage, and in any event including gender –
which has never been taken to define a social
cleavage analogous to race or language group,
or economic sector – among the traits that
ought to be mirrored in a representative body,
one must presume that parties individually are
to be demographically representative, either of
the population as a whole or of their individual

but heterogeneous electorates. Another ‘good’
is economic prudence; presumably parties
should both advocate economically prudent
policies and advance leaders who will be com-
petent in their pursuit. In other words, consen-
sus democracy appears to limit not only the
role of parties in societal governance, but also
the scope for politics within the parties.
Indeed, in its tendency to judge outcomes by
technocratic standards, one might ask whether
it also limits the scope for citizens to engage in
politics, and in this sense ask whether it is an
alternative form of democracy, or rather a
lesser democracy.8

DEMOCRACY AS A WAY OF LIFE

Both popular sovereignty and liberal theories
define democracy in terms of what the govern-
ment does (or does not do). While they often
make prescriptions concerning process, these
are justified by their impact on, or necessity for,
the valued policy outputs. Other theories,
however, identify democracy with its impact
on those who participate in it, which they
attribute to the process itself. In contrast to
Schumpeter’s (1962: 242) definition of demo-
cracy as a ‘type of institutional arrangement
for arriving at political – legislative and
administrative – decisions’, these theories in
their fullest form see democracy as a way of
life. As John Dewey (1927: 143) put it, ‘The idea
of democracy is a wider and fuller idea than
can be exemplified in the state even at its best.
To be realized it must affect all modes of
human association, the family, the school,
industry, religion.’

Even if attention is limited to the narrowly
political sphere, in which political parties may
be expected to be relevant, these theories are
concerned with the development of citizens in
the sense of being efficacious people who have
fully developed their individual capacities and
have achieved self-mastery (Bachrach, 1967: 4;
Mill, 1962: 49–52; Lane, 1962: 161 (quoting
Margaret Mead)) and of understanding them-
selves to be members of a community who can
and do make civil judgements and evaluate
goods in public terms (Mill, 1962: 71–3; Barber,
1984: 158), rather than merely being citizens in
the juridical sense. Clearly simply going into a
voting booth every few years and making
a private choice (both in the sense of being
motivated by private passions and in the sense
of neither being revealed nor justified in
public) among parties or candidates will be
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inadequate to further these objectives.9 But
what is the role of parties in this process of
democratic development?

One answer has already been indicated with
regard to the attitudes of new left parties to
intra-party democracy (Kitschelt, 1982).
Particularly in their local branches, parties can
provide a venue in which citizens can be
actively engaged in the actual doing of politics:
debating issues (rather than merely listening to
debates) and making decisions (rather than
merely voting for others who will make deci-
sions for them). This is a more extensive and
continuous democracy than the representative
model of the mass party with its congress and
national executive committee, or the popular
choice of candidates through a direct primary.
Organizationally, it calls for frequent meetings,
decision by members rather than delegates,
and rotation of office-holders both within the
party and among the party’s elected officials.
The contrast between this understanding of
intraparty democracy, and thus of the proper
nature of parties themselves, and the under-
standing in the responsible party government
models is illustrated by the debate within the
German Green party between the ‘Realos’ and
the ‘Fundis’. For the Realos, the possibility of
policy influence in the Bundestag or even
coalition membership required abandonment
of rotation of office-holders, and granting
party leaders the authority to reach accommo-
dations with other parties; for the Fundis, the
principles of democratic life within the party
were more important than influencing govern-
ment decisions more directly.10

While all this may be possible in a small
party and with regard to local questions, a
large or geographically dispersed party will
require more formal organization and repre-
sentative institutions. This raises the problem
of the ‘iron law of oligarchy’, posited by
Michels (1962) on the basis of his study of the
German Social Democratic Party – a party
ideologically committed to democracy, but
in Michels’ view profoundly undemocratic in
its actual functioning. In Michels’ (1962: 365)
view, the problems that he observed were the
result of organization: ‘[I]t is organization
which gives birth to the dominion of the elected
over the electors, of the mandataries over the
mandators, of the delegates over the delega-
tors. Who says organization says oligarchy’.
The precise implication for the relationship
between parties and democracy is open to
debate. Most commonly, the iron law is taken
to imply that large-scale democracy is impossi-
ble, and that if political parties are essential

institutions of large-scale democracy, then they
are part of the problem. If democracy is a state
to be achieved, then this reading clearly is cor-
rect. If, however, democracy is a state to be
approached to a greater or lesser degree, then
Michels himself suggests an alternative inter-
pretation. Within only a few pages of the iron
law itself, Michels (1962: 366, 369) observes
that only the ‘blind and fanatical’ could fail ‘to
see that the democratic current daily makes
undeniable advance’. Moreover, ‘[s]ometimes . . .
the democratic principle carries with it, if not a
cure, at least a palliative, for the disease of
oligarchy’. A democratic movement (or society),
‘in virtue of the theoretical postulates it pro-
claims, is apt to bring into existence (in opposi-
tion to the will of the leaders) a certain number
of free spirits who . . . desire to revise the base
upon which authority is established’. If all this
is true, then although party as organization
may contribute to the problem, party as the
carrier of the democratic ideology may be a
palliative.

In the American context, Herbert Croly
(1909, 1914) also argued that political parties,
whatever their virtues in the original transition
from colonial rule, were an impediment to
democracy. The reason was twofold. On one
hand, parties imply ‘a separation of actual
political power from official political responsi-
bility . . . The leader or leaders of the [electoral]
machine are the rulers of the community, even
though they occupy no offices and cannot be
held in any way publicly responsible’ (Croly,
1909: 125). On the other hand, parties demand
of citizens ‘that they think and act in politics
not under the influence of their natural class or
personal convictions, but according to the
necessities of an artificial partisan classifica-
tion’ (Croly, 1914: 341). Democracy, however,
requires direct rather than mediated public
decision: initiative, referendum, and recall,
rather than periodic partisan election (Croly,
1914: 324). It also requires citizens to think and
act as members of a community, habits which
party, precisely because it is ‘part’, destroys.
His conclusion was that democracy was, at
least when he was writing, impossible at the
national level in the United States, where rep-
resentative government, which could never be
truly democratic in part because it requires
parties, would have to do. At the state level,
however, institutions could be devised that
would allow what he identified as direct
democracy.11 Democracy could thus be
advanced by shifting the locus of power to
smaller units, which would make parties
unnecessary.
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This prescription, that power be shifted to
more local units, is a recurring theme among
democratic theorists who are more concerned
with the impact of democracy on the human
development of citizens than with the policy out-
puts of government (Pateman, 1970; Barber, 1984;
Mansbridge, 1980). A second recurring theme is
the importance of applying the democratic
virtues of equality and collective self-rule beyond
the narrowly governmental, in particular to
include workplace democracy. What is conspicu-
ous by its marginality, and often by its complete
absence, is any mention of political parties.

PARTIES AND REPRESENTATION

No discussion of contemporary democracy can
ignore the fact that modern democracy neces-
sarily is representative democracy. And since
parties are intimately involved in the process
of representation, this means that considera-
tion of the place of parties in democratic theory
must address the place of parties in the theory
of representation.

Analysis of representation involves three
questions: Who are the represented? Who is
the representative? What is it that the repre-
sentative does in representing the represented? 

Beginning with the last of these questions,
the literature suggests five basic answers. The
first mode of representation is the descriptive
mirroring of demographic characteristics. With
the second mode of representation, it is the dis-
tribution of opinions rather than of personal
characteristics that is to be mirrored. With
these two modes, representation means stand-
ing for the represented. The other three modes
understand representation as acting for the
represented. The third and fourth modes relate
to the classic distinction between the represen-
tative as delegate and the representative as
trustee (see, for example, Wahlke et al., 1962).
The delegate serves as the direct agent of his or
her constituents, doing what the represented
want him or her to do, serving as a conduit for
their opinions, following their direct instruc-
tions. The trustee, on the other hand, acts for
the represented by using his or her own judge-
ment to advance their interests, but not neces-
sarily in accordance with their currently
expressed opinions. The fifth mode of repre-
sentation is to act for the represented in the role
of ombudsman, or more generally of provider
of constituency service.

While party is implicated as the representa-
tive in all five of these modes of representa-
tion, whether it is the individual but partisan

official, the constituency party, the national
party, or the parliament as a whole (with the
individual parties contributing to its composi-
tion) that should be understood as the primary
representative varies from one mode of repre-
sentation to another, and among alternative
conceptions of democracy. Similarly, whether
the represented should be understood primarily
as the citizenry as a whole, the citizens of parti-
cular areas or groups, the citizens who are voters
of the party (again either as a whole or in par-
ticular areas or groups), the individual citizens,
or indeed the party membership organization
itself also varies depending on the particular
sense of representation and the general concep-
tion of democracy being considered.

In its original implications, the distinction
between trustee and delegate roles refers not
just to the decision process underlying the rep-
resentative’s vote (do what one’s constituents
want or do what they would want if they were
as wise as the representative), but to the nature
of the democratic process as well. The delegate
orientation only makes sense if one regards
democracy primarily to be about the aggrega-
tion of interests or opinions; since the citizens
cannot all be present to express their views or
defend their interests, they ‘hire’ a representa-
tive to speak for them. If, however, democracy
is about deliberation, then one naturally asks,
as Edmund Burke asked in his 1774 address to
the electors of Bristol, ‘what sort of reason is
that, in which the determination precedes the
discussion; in which one set of men deliberate,
and another decide; and where those who
form the conclusion are perhaps three hundred
miles distant from those who hear the argu-
ments?’ and thus arrives at a trusteeship model
of representation. Parties contribute to this
kind of representation as the members of par-
liament, but it is a form of representation in
which the real representative is the parliament
as a whole representing the people as a whole.
This is very much an 18th-century view of
representation based on an assumption of
nascent and weak parties, but it is also
reflected in the model of consensus democracy,
with its emphasis on parliamentary (as
opposed to cabinet) power, and Tory democ-
racy, with its emphasis on independent leader-
ship pursuing a singular national interest.

The conjunction of the idea of parliament as
the representative and the idea that delibera-
tion is essential to democracy also underlies
many of the claims for representation in the
sense of mirroring. The claim that the demo-
graphic characteristics of the citizens should be
mirrored by the representatives has three pri-
mary justifications: that inclusion of minority
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or otherwise disadvantaged groups signifies
their status as full citizens; that people in dif-
ferent social positions bring different experi-
ences to bear on deliberations; and that
differing groups have interests that are suffi-
ciently at variance that a member of one group
cannot represent the interests of another (see
Kymlicka, 1993: 67, and the works cited there).
The claim for the mirroring of opinions, on the
other hand, has two justifications. The first is
instrumental, and has already been elaborated
in the discussion of legislative democracy:
since there are too many possible combinations
of policies across diverse issues for any one
combination to receive majority support in the
electorate in competition with all of the others,
and since it is impossible to anticipate all of the
questions that might arise between elections,
parliament can only be expected to make the
decisions that the people would have made
themselves if it reflects the full diversity of
their views. While this is true even if decision-
making is simply the serial taking of votes on
isolated issues, it is especially true if one takes
into account alternative possibilities for vote
trading or compromise and accommodation,
both of which could be understood as equiva-
lent to deliberation. The other justification for
the mirroring of opinions is expressive: those
who hold unpopular views deserve to have
those views expressed in parliament, regard-
less of outcome, and moreover are more likely
peacefully to accept their defeat if they have, at
least, had their say.

The equality of citizens is a vital value to any
theory of democracy. To say that demographic
mirroring is important for its symbolic attesta-
tion of equality, however, is to imply that it is
representation that would not happen other-
wise. It thus suggests that parties should take
affirmative steps, such as the implementation
of ethnic or gender quotas both for positions
within their own organizations and in the
selection of candidates for public office. On the
other hand, precisely because this form of
representation is symbolic, it has also been
associated with what might be called ‘sham
democracies’; the high demographic represen-
tativeness of the parliaments of Soviet bloc
countries was indicative of the powerlessness
of those bodies – and correspondingly of the
impotence of political parties as well.

The idea of demographic mirroring, or at
least the direct representation of members of
traditionally disadvantaged groups, has
recently been recast in terms of a ‘politics of
presence’ (Phillips, 1995). While retaining some
of the symbolic argument (it is harder to treat a
group unfairly when some of its members are

in the room), this is supplemented by the claim
that the lived experience of members of these
groups gives them a perspective that cannot be
represented adequately by a mere sympa-
thizer. This has two important implications for
parties and representation. First, it clearly
implies a deliberative assembly and therefore a
trusteeship model of representation. Second, if
parties are to be significant at all, then it calls
for descriptive representation not only in par-
liament as a whole, but within each party, and
within the executive, as well. (See the chapter
by Paul Lewis in this volume.)

Obviously representation as mirroring can
only be effected by a collective representative,
but should the individual parties be repre-
sentative (either of their own electorates or
memberships, or each representative of the
population as whole), or is it only the parlia-
ment that must be representative (which
would naturally result from the aggregation of
individually representative parties, but might
also occur even if the individual parties were
unrepresentative) – or must not only the par-
liament but also the cabinet be demographi-
cally representative? While these questions
have been raised in the literature primarily
with respect to judging electoral systems,
they also have implications for parties. On one
hand, mirroring by the parliament as a whole
may have little practical value if the true locus
of deliberation and decision is the majority
party caucus or the cabinet room. On the other
hand, the more parties are constrained to look
and think like the population as a whole, the
less substantive choice is left to the voters.

The emphasis on deliberation that is implicit
in representation as demographic mirroring,
and indeed in representation as opinion mirror-
ing, raises another tension in the theory of
representative democracy. Are elections pri-
marily about the choice of representatives, or
are they primarily about the choice of govern-
ment (Milnor, 1969)? In part, to address this
question is simply to revisit the question of the
appropriateness of two-party versus multi-
party systems raised with regard to popular
sovereignty and liberal models of democracy.
In part, it revisits the question of whether the
venue in which representation primarily takes
place and should be assessed is the parliament
as a whole (choice of representatives) or the
decision-making venue of the governing party
or coalition (choice of government). It also
raises the question of delegation or trusteeship,
since the negotiators of post-election coalition
agreements cannot in any strong sense be other
than trustees of the voters who supported their
parties, and indeed, even with the greater
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possibility of consultation during the negotiating
process, must largely operate as trustees of
their party organizations as well.

CONCLUSION

This overview of the question of parties in
democratic theory has necessarily been incom-
plete. As the careful reader will have noted, it
has also left a number of loose ends. Some of
these are tied up (or at least tied off) in other
chapters of this Handbook, but many are not. The
careful reader also will have noted sections with
few or no references to ‘the literature’. Both the
loose ends and the scarce references reflect the
facts that although the literature of democratic
theory is immense, it has developed largely
without reference to the richness and complexity
of empirical studies of political parties, and that
although scholars of parties often make intro-
ductory reference to their centrality to modern
democracy, they rarely go beyond this to con-
sider the distinctions among varieties of norma-
tive democratic theories. When parties scholars
consider varieties of democracy, they usually
refer to the distinctions between presidential
and parliamentary systems, or between bipolar
and fragmented patterns of competition. When
democratic theorists think about parties, it is gen-
erally to ask whether they need be democratic in
their own organizations, or indeed whether par-
ties are a precondition or an impediment to
democracy.

Work that took seriously both the empirical
study of parties and the normative complexity
of democracy tended to appear in the period
between about 1880 and 1920, as the transition
from régimes censitaires to mass suffrage
democracy was taking place, with the atten-
dant transformation from cadre to mass par-
ties, and again in the period between 1945 and
1960, in response to the problems of reestab-
lishing democracy in Germany and Italy and
attempting to establish democracy in the former
colonies of the British and French empires.
With the collapse of communist regimes in
eastern and central Europe, it would appear
that the stage is set for a third wave of analyses
connecting parties and democracy.

NOTES

1. Strictly speaking, the socialist assumption is that
there is one naturally or properly cohesive social
group, the working class, in opposition to another 

group or groups, the cohesion of which is
assumed only in the sense that they are the
opponents of the working class.

2. In his own terms, it would be more accurate to
describe Ostrogorski’s prescription as anti-
party, because he assumed parties must be like
those he saw in Britain and the United States:
permanent; ‘imposing’ positions over a range of
unrelated issues on their supporters and office-
holders; and dominated by self-interested
politicians rather than public-spirited citizens.

3. This raises the question of vote trading, its effi-
ciency or inefficiency, and its relation to the
paradox of voting. For a brief summary of this
literature and its implications for legislative
democracy, see Katz (1997: 42–3).

4. The secondary importance of minority tyranny
in liberal democratic theories follows from the
ready assumption that this problem has been
‘solved’ by the electoral principle, coupled with
relative indifference as between alternative
majorities.

5. In the original version of this typology (Katz,
1997: Ch. 4), I identified six variants of liberal
theory. In this chapter, I have collapsed what I
there identified as ‘majoritarian’ theories into
the ‘pluralist’ category.

6. Indeed, in the Dutch-language version, Lijphart
(1982) identified the model as ‘kartel demokratie’.

7. In the Dutch case, the secular ‘pillar’ repre-
sented a partial exception, with both a liberal
(i.e., bourgeois) party (the Vereniging voor
Vrijheid en Democratie) and a Socialist Party
(the Partij van de Arbeid).

8. This latter interpretation is furthered by
Lijphart’s inclusion of the European Union,
which is generally considered to suffer from a
severe ‘democratic deficit’, as one of the exem-
plars of consensus democracy.

9. I use the word ‘further’ rather than ‘achieve’
because these theories understand democracy
always to be a ‘work in progress’.

10. All this ignores the possibility that far from
being authentically democractic, the ‘participa-
tory’ model may simply empower the most
stubborn – those who are prepared to wait
everyone else out at meetings.

11. Clearly, the ideal of direct democracy is the
Athenian Assembly, the Swiss Landesgemeinde, or
the New England town meeting, in which citizens
meet together both to debate and to decide. A
recurring point of contention is whether institu-
tions like referendum and initiative, which
involve direct popular decision, but not involve-
ment in debate, are more or less democratic than
partisan elections with their opportunities, many
of which are provided by the parties themselves,
for popular participation in discussion.
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The study of political parties is related to the
study of democratic theory in complex, ongoing
ways (see Chapter 4, this volume). Over the past
two decades democratic theorists have devoted
considerable attention to what is called ‘delib-
erative democracy’ (Bohman, 1998; Freeman,
2000). This literature largely neglects the topic
of political parties. Empirical and analytical
research on political parties has reciprocated
and passes over the topic of deliberation
largely without comment. In this essay, then, I
will not review a large body of research. That is
not possible since such a literature does not
exist. Instead, I first suggest that the neglect of
parties by advocates of deliberation is some-
what surprising. I then identify the source of
that neglect. Finally, I sketch one way that we
might reconnect the study of democratic delib-
eration and political parties. 

DEMOCRACY AND DELIBERATION

Democracy is among the institutional arrange-
ments that people have adopted to address
what can be called the ‘circumstances of politics’
(Waldron, 1999; Weale, 1999). For any popula-
tion these circumstances are constituted by
inescapable diversity across multiple, overlap-
ping dimensions, including material interests,
moral commitments, and cultural attachments.
Such diversity means, in turn, that disagree-
ment is an unavoidable condition of politics.
This is, in part, because the individuals and
groups who constitute some relevant population
have interests, commitments, and attachments

that are not only diverse, but irreducibly so.
There simply is no neutral metric that will
accommodate competing demands without
remainder. But the inevitability of disagreement
also partly reflects the fact that, precisely as
members of a relevant population, those indi-
viduals and groups are, as it were, stuck with
one another. In short, their lives are highly,
irrevocably interdependent. Thus, despite their
diversity and the disagreement to which it gives
rise, they require some means of coordinating
their ongoing social and economic interaction.

At the most general level, democracy means
‘rule by the people’. More specifically, democ-
racy consists in an institutional arrangement
for making binding political decisions in ways
that are responsive to the views of the public.
Any such arrangement will include formal or
official decision-making forums, even if it
additionally requires such features as a sus-
taining set of civil and political rights, support-
ing institutions (such as schools), and an
extensive environment of political organiza-
tions and secondary associations. It perhaps is
easiest to see where political parties fit into this
definition, namely as political organizations
that connect citizens to government by coordi-
nating citizens for electoral purposes. Beyond
that, however, the analytical and empirical lit-
erature on parties is divided regarding the
more precise roles that parties play in democ-
ratic politics. Indeed, even the fundamental
question of whether parties make government
more or less responsive to the views of the elec-
torate remains unsettled (Stokes, 1999).

Advocates of deliberation insist that politi-
cal argument or debate conducted under
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conditions of freedom and equality is a crucial
component of any democratic decision-making
process. They commonly insist that, so under-
stood, deliberation aims at the formation of
political judgements or preferences. In this
sense it stands in contrast to voting, which seeks
solely to aggregate pre-existing preferences.
Deliberation thus is best seen as part of a
process of forming majorities which is a crucial
aspect of democratic politics (Spitz, 1984). In
this respect it would seem that advocates of
democratic deliberation might find political
parties a natural focus of inquiry. Unfortunately
they rarely so much as mention parties. 

This state of affairs is somewhat surprising.
Historically, theorists such as Edmund Burke
or John Stuart Mill ‘who stress the role of delib-
eration . . . in politics’ also ‘justify the existence
of parties’ (Manin, 1987: 368). What is more
striking is that two of the now classic essays in
the contemporary literature explicitly accord
political parties a central role in democratic
deliberation. Cohen (1989: 31–2) insists that
independent, publicly funded political parties
could contribute to democratic deliberation
in two ways. First, because parties provide
organizational resources, they might help
offset the material inequalities that render
the outcomes of deliberative processes sus-
pect. Second, because parties, unlike interest
groups, need to address a broad range of
issues, they could help keep the focus of polit-
ical debate on matters of general concern
rather than on local or issue-specific matters.
Manin (1987: 356–7) insists that political par-
ties are an important means of overcoming the
necessarily ‘bounded’ nature of deliberative
processes. Since not all possibilities can be
examined, parties operate to focus discussion
and debate on some subset of the possible
ways to resolve any political disagreement.
After this apparently promising start, however,
the subsequent literature on deliberative
democracy has almost nothing to say about
political parties. One exception is Christiano
(1996: 222–4, 244–8) who argues, like Cohen,
that parties work to focus on general issues
and away from candidate-centered politics
and, like Manin, that they operate to focus
attention on particular sorts of response to
political problems. And he stresses that parties
play a useful role in the political division of
labor by structuring discussion of public issues
in ways that are accessible to non-specialist
voters. He depicts political parties as actors in
electoral campaigns which he interprets, in
turn, as a ‘process of competitive debate’
aimed at persuading voters. But among recent

advocates of deliberation Christiano is a clear
exception.

WHY THE NEGLECT OF PARTIES? 

One might conjecture that the reason why theo-
rists of deliberative democracy neglect parties is
that their concerns are primarily normative
while the literature on parties is primarily
empirical. But recent surveys make clear that
analysis of parties is suffused with normative
concerns (Pomper, 1992; Stokes, 1999). Conversely,
theories of democratic deliberation raise sets of
analytical and empirical problems that cannot
plausibly be set aside to concentrate solely on
normative concerns (Johnson, 1998). One might,
alternatively, argue that the neglect of parties
reflects the abstract level at which treatments of
deliberation are pitched. But this suggestion, too,
is unpersuasive. Even briefs for democratic
deliberation that focus on problems of institu-
tions (Ferejohn, 2000; Guttmann and Thompson,
2004) or that purportedly analyse ‘actual delib-
eration in non-ideal conditions’, do not treat
parties in any sustained way (Guttmann and
Thompson, 1996: 39; 2004; Macedo, 1999).

The source of neglect resides more plausibly
in the way advocates of deliberation frame
their enterprise and specifically in the fact that
they consistently defend the relative normative
attractiveness of ‘deliberative’ practices and insti-
tutions by setting them in opposition to ‘aggrega-
tive’ ones. Thus, in an early essay Cohen (1989:
29) insists that his ‘deliberative conception’ of
democracy ‘construes politics as aiming in part
at the formation of preferences and convictions,
not just at their articulation and aggregation’.
And much more recently, two prominent theo-
rists ask rhetorically ‘Why is deliberative
democracy better than aggregative democ-
racy?’ (Guttmann and Thompson, 2004: 13).
The problem should be clear. Political parties
typically are understood as ways of coordinat-
ing citizens for electoral purposes (Pomper,
1992). They thus fall on the aggregative side
of this divide and so beyond what most advo-
cates of deliberation take as their purview.
Unsurprisingly, the few advocates of delibera-
tion who do discuss political parties in a serious
manner resist the aggregation–deliberation
dichotomy (Christiano, 1996).

Framing the discussion of democratic politics
in this way – in terms of deliberative versus
aggregative conceptions – is doubly unhelp-
ful. First, it distorts the history of political
thought in which defenses of representative
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government standardly insist that it both relies
on elections to select government officials and
demands that binding political decisions must
survive prior public discussion and debate
(Manin, 1997). In short, modern democratic
institutions do not break down easily along the
deliberative–aggregative divide. Second, the
deliberative–aggregative dichotomy distracts
attention from theoretical reasons we have for
suspecting that neither mechanism alone
affords a sufficient basis for arriving at political
decisions within a democratic framework.
Advocates of deliberation offer no reason to
suspect that, given the circumstances of politics
as I describe them above, political discussion,
debate or argument will generate substantive
consensus on even minor policy matters. Nor
have they offered any reason to think that such
substantive agreement is uniformly desirable
in a complex, pluralist society (Knight and
Johnson, 1994). Conversely, social choice theo-
rists notoriously argue that any voting mecha-
nism that meets even a relatively minimal set
of normative criteria can generate cyclical or
unstable collective choices. 

RECONNECTING DELIBERATION
AND PARTIES

Consider an alternative approach. Instead of
setting deliberation and aggregation in opposi-
tion to one another, we might examine the way
they interact in democratic politics. The first
step here would be to recall that if the preference
rankings of individual voters are structured in
particular ways then voting mechanisms need
not generate the collective instability that social
choice theorists identify. The most regularly dis-
cussed of these preference structures is ‘single-
peakedness’, but there are several others that
are sufficient to avoid collective irrationality
(Sen, 1966). If voters have single-peaked prefer-
ences they essentially share a common under-
standing of the issue space that sets the
parameters on any substantive political dis-
agreement they might have. Put otherwise,
while they might continue to disagree substan-
tively, voters with single-peaked preferences
agree in a second-order way. The second step
would be to recognize that political debate and
argument can induce just such a shared under-
standing. This point was intimated by promi-
nent social choice theorists (Arrow, 1963: 85;
Riker, 1988: 122, 128), was spelled out explicitly
in relatively early discussions of the relationship
between deliberation and aggregation (Miller,

1992; Knight and Johnson, 1994), and has been
revived even more recently in the same context
(Dryzek and List, 2003). 

The payoff that advocates of deliberation
might derive from these insights is considerable.
First, there is some empirical evidence that delib-
erative practices do indeed help to structure
preferences in just this way (List et al., 2000).
Thus the approach just sketched will afford
them an empirically plausible mechanism for
explaining how deliberation ‘works’ (Johnson,
1998). Second, the claim that deliberation estab-
lishes second-order agreement deflates the com-
plaints of postmodern critics who presume that
deliberation necessarily aims at unwarranted
consensus (Mouffe, 2000). The reason is simple.
This view does not require that deliberation
induces consensus. In the first place, a shared
understanding about the dimensions of conflict
does not eliminate substantive disagreement
over how best to resolve the conflict. What is
common to members of the relevant population
is the structure of their preference orderings, not
the content of their preferences. But, perhaps
more importantly, even second-order agreement
regarding what is at stake in a given conflict
need not be unanimous. Indeed, aggregation
mechanisms can generate collectively rational
outcomes if as few as 70–75 percent of the rele-
vant population have single-peaked preferences
(Niemi, 1969). There is, in other words, room for
considerable disagreement among the popula-
tion over both substantive matters and second-
order understandings. It is, therefore, perhaps
more appropriate to claim that deliberation
structures disagreement rather than to insist that
it induces agreement. Finally, since advocates of
deliberation are not committed to direct democ-
racy (Cohen, 1989), the focus on the interaction
of deliberation and aggregation locates their
work more firmly in the tradition of democratic
theorists as various as James Madison, John
Stuart Mill, and John Dewey, all of whom
defended representative government as includ-
ing both aggregative and deliberative aspects.

Here we return to the question that motivates
this entry. Where do political parties enter into all
this? In a rare discussion of deliberation from the
perspective of one who studies political parties,
Ian Budge (2000: 206) sees party competition as
imposing a left–right dimension on electoral
issues and hence as an alternative to deliberation.
In so doing Budge, tacitly at least, embraces
the aggregation–deliberation dichotomy that
frames most briefs for deliberative democracy.
Moreover, his view of the effects of party activity
is not universally accepted (Stokes, 1999). Yet here
we might well elaborate on Christiano – who in

POLITICAL PARTIES AND DELIBERATIVE DEMOCRACY? 49

06-Katz-3336-Ch-05.qxd  11/22/2005  8:16 PM  Page 49



turn follows Mill (1991: 315), for whom public
debate fulfills the ‘function of antagonism’ in
politics – and interpret party competition as a
vehicle for rather than an alternative to public
persuasion and debate. Then, if we understand
the primary effect of deliberation as establishing
second-order agreement on the dimensions of
conflict, a clear confluence emerges between the
case for deliberative democracy and the analysis
of political parties. This is a proposition that
bears scrutiny.
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Political parties competing with each other for
elective office and control of government form
a party system. Party systems have been a key
factor in the study of political parties and more
broadly in comparative analysis. Reasons for
this are not difficult to fathom: the number of
parties contesting elections shapes the menu
of choices which voters face when they cast
ballots. The number of parties winning seats in
legislative elections affects the ease with which
governments can be formed in parliamentary
systems and the ease with which political exec-
utives can find support in presidential systems.
Because party systems are so closely linked
to democratic control and government forma-
tion, political scientists have sought not only
to characterize them, but also to understand
their causes and consequences, particularly
their sources in electoral laws and cleavage
structures and their effects on cabinet and
system stability, and more broadly, the quality
of democracy.

Research on party systems falls into different
streams or literatures. We can distinguish an
American and a comparative literature. The
former is concerned primarily with the American
two-party system and the ways in which it has
changed over time, as well as ways in which
state party systems have differed from each
other and from the larger national party system.
A portion of the American literature focuses on
partisan realignment and the extent to which the
two national parties reflect or blur different lines
of cleavage. Changes in cleavage structures and
partisan balance over time have been central
concerns, and the term ‘party system’ is used to
denote periods of time, often a generation or
more in length, exhibiting different cleavage
structures and patterns of party strength

(Key, 1964; Burnham, 1970; Sundquist, 1983).
A separate literature considers the extent to
which state party systems reflect national pat-
terns. Particularly in the long period in which the
South was solidly Democratic, students of poli-
tics such as Key (1949) documented variation in
state party systems, particularly patterns of fac-
tional competition in the dominant party. A third
stream has focused on the quality of democracy
within the American party system, particularly
the perceived need for ‘a more responsible two-
party system’ (American Political Science
Association, 1950; Schattschneider, 1960).

The comparative literature has moved in dif-
ferent directions. Here the primary concern has
been variation among national party systems,
particularly differences in numbers of political
parties, patterns of competition, and what dif-
ference they make. Initially, the central distinc-
tions were either between two-party and
multiparty systems, or among one-party, two-
party, and multiparty systems. However,
scholars such as Holcombe (1933) and Almond
(1956) argued that one-party systems were
qualitatively different, while Neumann (1956)
argued that one-party systems were a ‘a con-
tradiction in terms’. Insisting that the term
‘party’ implied parts of a larger whole and that
systems had to be made up of regularly inter-
acting parts, Sartori (1976) made the point even
more strongly: although he had no difficulty
conceiving of a party-state system in which
one party monopolized political life, parties
were, by definition, parts of a larger whole. A
party system (see below) had to be made up of
more than one party.

Thinking about party systems has paralleled
the development of comparative analysis.
Initially, political scientists focused on a limited
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range of countries: the United States and Britain
with two-party systems, and countries such as
France or Germany, with multiparty competi-
tion. Distinctions between two-party and multi-
party systems were attributed to electoral
systems, and multipartyism was associated
with – and in the view of authors such as
Hermens (1941) and Duverger (1954) caused by –
proportional representation. Two-party systems
were typically associated with strong, effective,
and decisive government, multiparty compe-
tition with cabinet and system instability
(cf. Hermens, 1941). Almond (1956) found it
necessary to distinguish between continental
multiparty systems, more typically clogged and
unstable, and ‘working multiparty systems’ (see
also Almond and Coleman, 1960; Almond and
Powell, 1978). Earlier assumptions were revised
in the 1960s and 1970s. Political scientists began
to take account of a broader range of liberal
democracies. When the scope of comparative
politics broadened in the 1960s, political scien-
tists developed more complex typologies distin-
guishing party systems according to patterns of
opposition (Dahl, 1966), the relative size and
strength of parties (Blondel, 1968; Rokkan,
1970), or, in the case of Sartori (1966, 1976), the
number of parties and the degree of ideological
polarization among them (see Mair, 1996, 2002;
and Ware, 1996). Sartori’s work provided a way
to separate cases of polarized pluralism,
wracked by centrifugal tendencies and cabinet
instability, from moderate pluralism, in which
the direction of competition was centripetal and
stable multiparty competition was the norm.1

The focus of the literature has changed over
time. The initial preoccupation with cabinet
and system stability reflected the tumult of the
interwar experience, and the fact that countries
with extreme multiparty systems, such as Weimar
Germany (1919–33) or Second Republic Spain
(1931–36) had seen the collapse of liberal
democracy. As the interwar period faded,
emphases shifted. Taking as gospel Lipset and
Rokkan’s (1967) observation that the party sys-
tems of the 1960s reflected those of the 1920s,
students of party systems focused on continu-
ity and change. Initially, the emphasis was on
continuity; more recently it has been on
change. In addition, transitions to democracy
have sparked interest in how party systems
become entrenched or institutionalized.

This chapter explores thinking about party
systems and the ways in which they have devel-
oped over time. We begin by examining the defi-
nition of a party system, then consider efforts to
order complexity and discover patterns of inter-
action, as well as their causes and consequences. 

THE SYSTEMIC DIMENSION: PARTY
SYSTEM PROPERTIES

A party system consists of regular and recur-
ring interactions among its component parties.
Although the term ‘party system’ came into
use well before he wrote (see, for example,
Holcombe, 1933), one of the first ‘systemic’ uses
of the term can be found in Duverger’s Political
Parties. Duverger (1954: 203) argues that:

With the exception of the single-party states, several
parties co-exist in each country: the forms and
modes of their coexistence define the ‘party system’
of the particular country being considered.

In addition to characteristics of the parties,
these include

new elements that do not exist for each party com-
munity considered in isolation: numbers, respec-
tive sizes, alliances, geographical localization,
political distribution and so on. A party system is
defined by a particular relationship amongst all
these characteristics. (Duverger, 1954: 203)

Although the definition of party system is not
separate from the characteristics of the parties
themselves, Duverger’s reference to ‘forms
and modes of their coexistence’ and ‘character-
istics that do not exist for each party commu-
nity considered in isolation’ indicates the
importance of interaction.

Sartori (1976: 44) argues:

Parties make for a ‘system’ only when they are
parts (in the plural); and a party system is pre-
cisely the system of interactions resulting from inter-
party competition. That is, the system in question
bears on the relatedness of parties to each other, on
how each party is a function (in a mathematical
sense) of the other parties and reacts, competi-
tively or otherwise, to the other parties.

As such, a party system is distinct and different
from the parties forming the system.

Sartori’s insistence on the systemic proper-
ties not only enables him to separate party-
state systems monopolized by a single party
from party systems in which there is competi-
tion for government, but also provides a basis
for examining their most important features.
These are relational and arise both from their
competition for elective office and interaction
in between elections in both the formation and
support of governments and the legislative
process. Parties compete for a share of the vote
and, in doing so, try both to shore up their own
support and pry votes from their competitors.
The strategy and tactics which they employ are
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influenced by what other parties have done in
the past and expectations about what they will
do in the future. The ability of parties to coop-
erate with each other after elections will
depend not only on their size and relative
strength, but also on their distance from each
other on key issues and the ways in which they
present themselves during elections. Equally,
parties may discover that choices made in
political office – e.g. decisions to participate in
or remain aloof from coalitions, as well as poli-
cies pursued in government or opposition –
can affect their ability to win electoral support.

Party systems have a number of distinct
features which arise from electoral competi-
tion and parties’ relation to each other. These
include the number of parties contesting
elections and winning legislative seats, their
relative size and strength, the number of
dimensions on which they compete, the dis-
tance which separates them on key issues, and
their willingness to work with each other in
government formation and the process of gov-
erning. Party systems can vary on any or all of
these. Voters, politicians, and political analysts
often think of parties divided along a left–right
spectrum, but it is not unusual for party sys-
tems, at least in their origins, to reflect multiple
dimensions of conflict. European party sys-
tems, for example, often reflect not only eco-
nomic or distributional issues, but also religion
and religiosity and, in certain instances, urban–
rural cleavages (Lijphart, 1982). Party systems
can be more or less polarized on any or all of
these dimensions. Other features on which
party systems may differ include the degree to
which their competition for government is
open to all parties or closed – restricted only to
certain parties or combinations of parties (Mair,
1996, 2002) – and the degree to which the party
system itself is institutionalized or entrenched
(Mainwaring and Scully, 1995). However, this
latter facet reflects not so the much the ways
in which parties relate to each other, as the
degree to which parties, taken together, are
able to enlist durable support and structure
the electorate.

Because party systems can vary on any or all
of these features, students of political parties
often try to simplify the world around them
by grouping them into distinct types. The most
common classifications usually differentiate
party systems according to the number of par-
ties winning seats and one or more relational
features, such as size and relative strength or
the ability of parties to work with each other.
The most obvious distinctions are between
two-party systems and multiparty systems, but

two-party systems may be more or less polarized,
and not all multiparty systems are necessarily
the same: there is considerable difference
between a party system with three or four par-
ties and one with six or seven or eight. Even so,
this depends on how parties are counted and
what weights are assigned to different sizes of
parties. Typically, classifications count major
parties, but, as Sartori (1976) has pointed out,
clear rules are needed to determine which par-
ties should be counted and which should be
excluded. Once this is done, other questions
remain: whether the number of parties is a suf-
ficient criterion, or whether relative sizes and
strengths of parties and mechanics (or direction
of competition) should be taken into account as
well. Efforts to do so have given rise to distinct
typologies, as well as continuous measures,
such as Laakso and Taagepera’s (1979) effective
number of political parties, which weights
parties according to their size.

Counting parties

The oldest distinctions are among one-party,
two-party and multiparty systems; almost all
classifications of party systems make distinc-
tions on the basis of number. However, deci-
sions have to be made about whether to
consider all parties contesting elections, only
those winning seats in the legislature, or only
those involved in government formation.
Although continuous measures such as Rae’s
fractionalization index (Rae, 1967; Rae and
Taylor, 1970) or Laakso and Taagepera’s (1979)
effective number of political parties can be
used to measure the number of parties contest-
ing elections, counts of political parties are
usually based on the number of parties win-
ning seats in parliament. As Table 6.1 demon-
strates, in the 2005 British general election, a
total of 14 parties, one local list and one non-
partisan group ran candidates for parliament.
Of these, 12 won seats in parliament and the
overwhelming share of the vote was won by
three national parties. Except for the anti-war
coalition, Respect, which won one seat, all other
parties winning seats were regionally based:
the Scottish National Party, Plaid Cymru
(Welsh Nationalists), and three Northern Irish
parties. The Social Democratic and Labour
Party and one local list also won seats.
However, no one would term the British party
system a 12-party system, and in view of the
regional concentration of the vote for smaller
parties, few would characterize it as a ten-party
system. More problematic is whether the
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Liberal Democrats’ 22% of the vote makes
Britain a three-party system rather than a two-
party system.

Once a decision has been made to focus on
parties winning seats in the national parlia-
ment, further decisions must be made about
which parties to count. This can be done in
several ways: All parties can be counted
(although in the British case this would lead to
results which are counter-intuitive) or some can
be excluded on the basis of either size or stan-
dards of relevance. Many characterizations of
the number of political parties focus implicitly
only on major political parties. However, this
presumes some kind of criterion. Alan Ware
(1996) excludes all parties with less than 3% of
the vote. In contrast, Sartori (1976), argues that
relevance should be assessed according to
coalition potential and blackmail potential.
Smaller parties are counted only if their seats
in parliament are needed to form coalitions, or
alternatively if they have sufficient seats to
block the formation of coalitions. If we follow
Ware, we would call Britain a three party
system. If we follow Sartori, Britain remains a
two party system because, despite winning
almost 20% in most elections since 1974, the
Liberal Democrats have rarely been able to
affect government formation. Only in the late
1970s were their seats in parliament needed
to keep a Labour government in office.
Nevertheless, we could argue that three way
competition in individual districts makes

them electorally relevant; both Labour and
Conservatives need to worry about third party
candidates depriving them of seats they might
otherwise win.

In other political systems, parties with con-
siderably less than the British Liberals’ 22%
are counted, typically because proportional
representation gives them a similar percentage
of seats in parliament. In Germany, Free
Democratic Party (FDP) support has ranged
from a high of 12–13% of the vote and seats in
parliament to a low of 6–7%. In contrast to the
British Liberals, the FDP has been particularly
relevant: through 1998, it could often determine
whether the Federal Republic of Germany
would have a center-left or center-right govern-
ment. The presence of the FDP ensured that the
Federal Republic after 1957 would be consid-
ered a three-party or in some instances a two-
and-a-half-party system (see below). After 1983,
a fourth party, the Greens, leapt the 5% thresh-
old, winning 5.6–8.6% of the vote and seats in
the Bundestag. If we were to follow Ware’s cri-
teria, we would consider Germany a four-party
system after 1983, and with the entry of the
Party of Democratic Socialism (PDS) in 1990 a
five-party system, because the PDS had more
than 3% of the vote. In contrast, Sartori would
argue that the Greens only became relevant
when they began joining provincial and later
federal coalitions in the 1990s. The PDS would
not be considered relevant because their votes
have not been needed to form coalitions, they
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Table 6.1 The British General Election of 2005
percentage of the vote number of seats

Labour Party 35.2 356
Conservative Party 32.3 197
Liberal Democrats 22.0 62
United Kingdom Independence Party 2.3 –
Scottish National Party 1.5 6
Green Party of England and Wales 1.0 –
Democratic Unionist Party 0.9 9
British National Party 0.7 –
Plaid Cymru/Party of Wales 0.6 3
Sinn Fein 0.6 5
Ulster Unionist Party 0.5 1
Social Democratic and Labour Party 0.5 3
Respect 0.2 1
Scottish Socialist Party 0.2 –
Kidderminster Hospital and Health Concern 0.1 1
Non-partisan 0.1 1
Vacant 1

Total 100.0 646

Source: BBC as cited by http://www.electionworld.org/unitedkingdom.htm
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have not been able to block the formation of
coalitions, and their presence has not altered the
direction of competition.

Weighted or disaggregated measures pro-
vide an alternative to simple counting, with
or without explicit cutoffs for smaller or irrele-
vant parties. Two have been used in the par-
ties literature: Rae’s fractionalization index
(for electoral fractionalization or for legislative
fractionalization) and Laakso and Taagepera’s
effective number of political parties. Fraction-
alization does not measure the number of
political parties directly, but estimates the
probability that any two randomly chosen
voters or legislators will be of the same party
(Rae, 1967). The effective number of parties is
measured by dividing 1 by the sum of the
squares of proportions of votes (effective num-
ber of electoral parties, ENEP) or seats won by
each party (effective number of parliamentary
parties, ENPP). This results in a number which
is typically smaller than the actual number of
parties contesting elections or represented in
parliament. Squaring the decimal shares of
votes or seats won gives additional weight to
larger political parties. Smaller parties which
would be excluded under Sartori’s decision
rules are counted, but they do not count for
very much: a party like Plaid Cymru, with
0.6% of the vote only adds to 0.000036 to the
denominator of the measure.

Measures like the effective number of politi-
cal parties finesse the problem of exclusion or
inclusion and provide a continuous measure
which can be used in correlation and regres-
sion. This has been particularly useful in
assessing the effects of electoral systems and
can be used to examine changes in the number
of parties over time. Compressing the actual
numbers of political parties, measurement of
the effective number of electoral or legislative
parties produces a series of decimals ranging
from 1.8 or 1.9 for systems with two parties to
5 or more for systems with eight or more par-
ties in parliament. On the other hand,
Dunleavy and Boucek (2003) argue not only
that Laakso and Taagepera’s index and related
measures obscure variations in relative size
and strengths of parties, but also that the index
behaves quirkily rather than continously for
certain values.

PARTY SYSTEM TYPES

Students of party systems have moved beyond
number and attempted to construct typologies

which capture relationships and interactions.
This can be done in different ways: combin-
ing numbers of parties with information about
their relative size and strength, as Jean Blondel
(1968) and Alan Siaroff (2000) have done, or
looking at patterns of government formation
and party interaction, as Rokkan (1970) and
Dahl (1966) and more recently Peter Mair
(1996, 2002) do, or, in the case of Sartori (1966,
1976), considering polarization and internal
dynamics as well as the number of parties. 

Classification on the basis of relative
strength and size of parties

Jean Blondel (1968) was one of the first to move
beyond simple counting and consider the rela-
tive size or strengths of political parties.
Blondel used the share of the vote won by
political parties in elections from 1945 through
1966 to construct a fourfold typology. He dis-
tinguishes two-party systems, two-and-a-half-
party systems, multiparty systems with a
predominant party and multiparty systems
without a predominant party. His typology is
derived by looking at the average share of the
vote won by the largest two parties and then
considering the ratio of the first party’s share
to the second and third parties. In the five
two-party systems (the United States, New
Zealand, Australia, the United Kingdom, and
Austria), the two-party share was greater than
89% and closely balanced between the two
parties. In the next cluster, the two party share
ranged from 75% to 80% of the vote cast but
there was a wider average difference (10.5%)
between the first and second parties. Although
these could be considered three-party systems,
Blondel categorizes them as two-and-a-half-
party systems to take account of the imbalance
in parties’ share of the vote. These include
Canada, the Federal Republic of Germany, and
Ireland. Blondel then distinguishes among
party systems with four or more major parties:
those with one larger party winning 40% or
more of the vote and typically twice as much as
the second party in the system are multiparty
systems with a predominant party (e.g.
Sweden, Norway, Denmark, Italy, and Iceland)
or, if this is not the case, multiparty systems
without a predominant party (Netherlands,
Switzerland, France, Finland).

Blondel’s typology is useful both because it
permits us to distinguish among different
types of multiparty systems and brings out
differences and similarities among pure two-
party systems and systems like the Federal
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Republic of Germany, with two larger parties
and a relatively smaller party sometimes
able to play a balancing role between them.
Although a refinement over simple counting,
the scheme is problematic. As Mair (1996, 2002)
points out, Blondel’s scheme disaggregates the
multiparty category, but his categories bring
together party systems whose dynamics are
not necessarily the same. Multiparty systems
with a dominant party include both Norway
and Sweden, with predominant social democ-
ratic parties, and the much more polarized pre-
1993 Italian party system. Multiparty systems
without a dominant party include consocia-
tional democracies such as the Netherlands
and Switzerland, in which elite cooperation is
said to outweigh centrifugal tendencies, and
more polarized party systems such as France
and Finland.

The designation of two-and-a-half-party
systems captures differences between pure two-
party systems, on one hand, and moderate mul-
tiparty systems, on the other. However, the
two-and-a-half-party category brings together
party systems in which the role of the smaller
party differs considerably. As Siaroff (2003)
notes, the role of the ‘half party’ varies from
hinge parties, located between two larger par-
ties, such as the German Free Democrats, influ-
ential because their votes were needed to make
parliamentary majorities, and ‘wing parties’
such as the Canadian New Democratic Party,
less influential because their votes are rarely
needed either to form coalitions or ensure that
legislation is passed. In the first instance, the
hinge party determines who governs; in the
second, the wing party’s influence is at best con-
fined to agenda setting and proposing policies
which may be taken over by larger parties.
There is also a question of why smaller ‘half par-
ties’ should be highlighted in what otherwise
would be three-party systems but not in multi-
party systems with a larger number of parties.

Patterns of government formation

Looking at the relative size and strength of par-
ties is only one way to refine classifications
based on number. Patterns of government for-
mation and party interaction can also be con-
sidered. Examining patterns of opposition in
Western democracies, Dahl (1966) uses parties’
behavior in electoral and legislative arenas to
develop a fourfold scheme. Patterns of opposi-
tion can be strictly competitive (Britain), coop-
erative and competitive (the USA, France and
Italy), coalescent and competitive (Austria

and wartime Britain), or strictly coalescent
(Colombia). Where necessary, each of these
types can be further broken down into two-
party and multiparty categories. Dahl’s
scheme is not a classification of party systems,
per se, but of patterns of opposition. The
scheme demonstrates that two-party and multi-
party systems need not be as different as either
simple counting or standard typologies
assume. Both the competitive and coalescent
and competitive categories bring together
party systems which might otherwise be cate-
gorized as two-party and multiparty systems.

Rokkan (1970) uses patterns of government
formation to classify the party systems of
smaller democracies. Rokkan distinguishes
among party systems, such as Austria and
Ireland, which display a 1 vs. 1 + 1 format, akin
to a British and German pattern, Scandinavian
1 vs. 3–4 pattern (Norway, Sweden, Denmark),
and ‘even multiparty systems’ which display a
one vs. one vs. two-three (1 vs. 1 vs. 1+2–3)
pattern of competition. Like Blondel’s scheme,
this is an attempt to disaggregate the multi-
party category (Mair, 1996, 2002), but the orga-
nizing principle is patterns of government and
opposition rather than relative size.

Sartori’s typology: moderate versus
polarized pluralism

Sartori argues that the standard distinction
among one-party, two-party, and multiparty
competition is too crude to explain very real
differences among party systems. After sepa-
rating out party-state systems, he proceeds to
establish rules which tell practitioners which
parties to count and which to exclude. The next
steps are to select cutoff points, establish
classes, and take account of special cases like
segmented societies. Classes are then distilled
into distinct types. Sartori ends up with a typol-
ogy based on numbers (properly counted),
whose principal distinction is not number as
such, but rather the degree of polarization and
whether party competition, and thus the
mechanics of the system, are centripetal or
centrifugal.

Sartori begins by establishing explicit count-
ing rules. He argues that the criterion by which
parties, large or small, should be counted is
their effect on party competition. Smaller par-
ties are relevant when they have either coalition
potential or blackmail potential. Coalition poten-
tial depends on parties having sufficient seats
to make coalitions feasible and is measured by
their having participated in or made cabinet
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coalitions possible; parties whose seats are
never needed are deemed irrelevant. The
second criterion is their impact on the direction
of party competition: parties, large or small,
are relevant when their existence alters the
direction of party competition leftward or
rightward, changing the direction of competi-
tion from centripetal to centrifugal.

Sartori’s next step is to establish classes of
party systems. He begins by breaking down
what he describes as the one party and multi-
party ‘lumps’. The first consists of a mixed bag
of one-party and hegemonic party political
systems, not properly competitive and pre-
dominant party systems in which one party
that regularly wins 50% of the seats in parlia-
ment predominates over a number of smaller
parties; no other party can govern because
of the predominant position of the first.
Multiparty systems are grouped into two
classes: limited pluralism, with three, four, or
five relevant parties, and extreme pluralism,
with six, seven, or eight. Finally, Sartori adds a
residual category, atomized party systems,
which are so fragmented that the addition of
one more party makes no difference to the
pattern of competition. These party systems
are insufficiently structured or consolidated to
be considered.

Sartori then refines the multiparty categories.
Here no party has or is likely to obtain an
absolute majority. Sartori argues power struc-
tures (relations among the parties) are important
and then proceeds to differentiate party systems
according to their mechanical predisposition, or,
more specifically, relations among the parties.
Doing so enables him to establish criteria for
moderate and polarized pluralism. The crucial
factors are the direction and character of compe-
tition: competition under moderate pluralism
resembles competition in two-party systems.
The system is bipolar and competition is cen-
tripetal: parties on either side of the spectrum
compete for votes in the center. Polarized plural-
ism is different. Although the center is occupied,
the dynamics of the system are centrifugal rather
than centripetal. Anti-system parties at the
extremes compete with parties in the center,
pulling parties and voters toward them. Because
bilateral oppositions located ‘two poles apart’
cannot coalesce, parties in the center govern
without the benefit of an alternative government
which can replace them. As such, the system is
characterized by ideological divisions, centrifu-
gal drives, ‘irresponsible oppositions’ and a
politics of ‘outbidding or over-promising’.

The initial criterion for distinguishing
between moderate and polarized pluralism is

the number of political parties, but the cutoff
point, five or more, is in Sartori’s view an arti-
fact. Segmented systems characterized by elite
accommodation are cases of moderate plural-
ism because the mechanics of the system
are centripetal rather than centrifugal. The
mechanics of competition and particularly the
extent of polarization are more important than
the number of relevant parties. Sartori ends up
with a fourfold typology: predominant party
systems, two-party systems, moderate pluralism,
and polarized pluralism.

More recent schemata

Since the typologies which we have been con-
sidering were developed and refined in the
1960s and 1970s, transitions to democracy in
different parts of the world have given us a
larger range of political systems to take into
account, and party spectra in older liberal
democracies have become increasingly
crowded by the addition of green and new
politics parties, and by the entry and growth of
new right and neo-populist parties. Nevertheless,
few of the latter can be characterized as fun-
damentally opposed to liberal democracy.
Instead, as Mair (1996, 2002) has observed,
Sartori’s polarized pluralism has emptied out,
while moderate pluralism has become increas-
ingly crowded. Included are not only the
German, Austrian and Scandinavian party sys-
tems, as well as the Dutch and Belgian, but also
the French and the post-1993 Italian party
system. Like its predecessor, the post-1993
Italian party system contains a large number of
relevant political parties, but it lacks anti-
system parties at its extremes.2 There are also
fewer two-party systems: following a change
in its electoral law in 1994, New Zealand
changed from a pure two-party system to
a multiparty system. Dominated by a single
party from 1979 to 1997, Britain in the Thatcher–
Major era should be classified as a predomi-
nant party system (Mair, 1996, 2002).

Students of party systems have yet to come
to grips with the changed situation, let alone
refine moderate pluralism. Building on Dahl
and Rokkan, Peter Mair (1996, 2002) has sug-
gested using competition for government as a
device for distinguishing among party sys-
tems. In party systems in which competition
for government is closed, there is either whole-
sale alternation between parties or groups
of parties, governing formulae are familiar
rather than novel or innovative, and access to
government is typically restricted to only a few
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parties. In contrast, in systems in which the
structure of competition is open, there is par-
tial alternation: some parties rotate in and out
of government, while others remain, and as
new parties appear, there is frequent recourse
to innovate governing formulas. Closed struc-
tures of competition were typical of the United
Kingdom, Japan, pre-1994 New Zealand,
and Ireland over the period 1948–89. Open
patterns of competition characterize both the
Netherlands and Denmark, as well as newly
emerging party systems: in the Netherlands,
new parties have been incorporated into gov-
erning coalitions; in Denmark, novel coalitions
and new forms of minority governments were
used to accommodate changes in the number
of parties (Mair, 1996, 2002).

Mair argues that focusing on structures of
competition not only directs attention to key
relationships among political parties, but also
allows the party system to function as an inde-
pendent variable to which parties and voters
may respond. He illustrates his point by
demonstrating the ways in which changes in
Irish coalition patterns – the willingness of
Fianna Fáil to enlist coalition partners after
refusing to do so since the 1940s – paved the
way for shifts in voting alignments and further
shifts in coalition patterns (Mair, 1996, 2002).
Using open or closed competition for govern-
ment is novel, but its full potential has not yet
been explored.

An alternative approach is to sort moderate
pluralism according to the size and relative
strength of parties. Alan Siaroff (2000) does this
by refining and building on Blondel’s earlier
typology. Siaroff uses multiple measures to tap
the relative size and strength of political parties
winning more than 3% of the seats. He ends up
with an eightfold classification, distinguishing:
(1) pure two-party systems, with a mean two
party share of 95%; (2) moderate multiparty sys-
tems with three to five parties above 3% (which
he argues are in fact two-and-a-half-party sys-
tems); (3) moderate multiparty systems with
one dominant party; (4) moderate multiparty
systems with two main parties, (5) moderate
multiparty systems with a balance among par-
ties; (6) extreme multiparty systems with one
dominant party; (7) extreme multiparty systems
with two main parties; and (8) extreme multi-
party systems with a balance among parties.
The resulting scheme categorizes party systems
according to the number of parties (two-party
systems, moderate multiparty systems with
three to five parties, and extreme multiparty
systems with six to eight) and the relative bal-
ance among parties (one dominant party among

others, two main parties, or an even or nearly
even balance among them), which can then be
related to electoral systems, length of cabinet
formation, type of cabinet (e.g., minimum win-
ning or not), as well as duration of govern-
ments. As Table 6.2 demonstrates, Siaroff’s
categories tap variations in the effective number
of parliamentary parties.

If the aim is to disaggregate moderate plural-
ism, then Siaroff has succeeded. In place of a
single overloaded category, we now have a
more refined scheme with several categories.
The large number of categories also permits
Siaroff to analyze changes over time. However,
some ‘party systems’ last no longer than a
single election period. This is difficult to accept
if, following Sartori, we believe that party
systems consist of recurring rather than one-off
relationships. Siaroff is in fact referring not to
party systems but to patterns of party strengths
which have resulted from particular election
outcomes. This difficulty can be overcome
either by changing the terminology, so that we
are referring to patterns of party competition,
some more permanent than others, rather than
party systems, or by averaging results over two
or more elections to tap more durable features.
More problematic is the complexity of the
scheme. With eight categories more or less
arrayed on two dimensions, Siaroff’s scheme
lacks simplicity or parsimony. Whether it will
gain acceptance remains to be seen. 

NEW DIRECTIONS

One of the more surprising features of this
exercise is the absence of new typologies.3
Little has occurred since Sartori (1976). In some
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Table 6.2 Siaroff’s classificiation of party
systems
System ENPP
Two-party 1.92
Two-and-a-half-party 2.56
Moderate multiparty with one dominant 2.95

party
Moderate multiparty with two main parties 3.17
Moderate multiparty with balance among 3.69

main parties
Extreme multiparty with one dominant party 3.96
Extreme multiparty with two main parties 4.41
Extreme multiparty with balance among 5.56

the parties 

Source: Siaroff, 2000
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respects, this is a testament to his success.
More than its predecessors, Sartori’s typology
sorted the available cases, and it did so in a
meaningful way. Nevertheless, its utility is
increasingly problematic. We now have almost
no cases of polarized pluralism, save for the
now historical instances for which it was
developed, and moderate pluralism is increas-
ingly overcrowded (Mair, 1996, 2002). The
party systems of most stable liberal democra-
cies fall within its reach. If we believe that there
are no significant differences among these
party systems, there is no cause for concern. If
not, then we need to emulate Sartori and con-
sider how relevant cases can be sorted.

The number of parties does matter. There is
considerable difference between countries
with two, three, or perhaps four parties, and
those with six or eight or more. Voters in the
former face simpler choices than voters in the
latter. Similarly, politicians – assuming that we
are talking about a parliamentary system –
find the task of forming governments easier
when there are fewer parties. However, this
depends not only on the number of parties, but
also on the degree of polarization and the
extent to which parties cluster together, form-
ing durable coalitions and alliances. How can
we distinguish such systems?

One strategy is to use Laakso and Taagepera’s
index. Both ENEP, the effective number of
legislative parties, and ENPP, the effective
number of parliamentary parties, have been
used to great advantage in analyses of the
effects of different types of electoral laws
(Lijphart, 1994; Taagepera and Shugart, 1989;
Cox, 1997). However, despite their advantage
for correlation and regression, ENEP and
ENPP blur distinctions and tell us little about
relationships among parties or the dynamics of
different types of party systems. One advan-
tage of simple counting, with or without
explicit cutoffs for smaller parties, is that it pro-
duces outcomes which are readily (if not
always correctly) understood. 

Space does not permit development of a new
typology, but it is possible to suggest features
which one should display. Typologies work
when they sort the available cases into types
which are mutually exclusive and can be
understood easily (Lange and Meadwell,
1991). Siaroff’s scheme, a by-product of a
larger effort at data collection, falls short
because it has too many categories, and does
not explain why the relationships which it cap-
tures are relevant. The most important features
of party systems are those on which Sartori
and successive scholars have focused: numbers

of parties and relationships among them. The
greater the number of parties, the more com-
plex their interrelations are likely to be. Equally
important is the degree of polarization: parties
in most party systems may no longer be two
poles apart, but some party systems are more
polarized than others. There is a considerable
difference between the more polarized pre-
and post-1993 Italian party systems, and the
Dutch party system, which continues to have a
large number of parties in parliament, but is
rarely so polarized that parties are unable to
work with each other.

Relative size may also be important (Blondel,
1968; Rokkan, 1970; Siaroff, 2000), but the rela-
tive size or strength of parties is a tertiary char-
acteristic less likely, in and of itself, to shape
relationships among parties. In addition, in a
period of pronounced electoral volatility, in
which fewer and fewer parties can count on
automatic support from loyal electorates, the
size and strength of parties may be too variable
to reflect the durable systemic relationships at
the core of the study of party systems. More
important in systems with six or more parties
competing are relationships among parties: for
example, do parties compete around the center,
the mode of competition at the core of Sartori’s
category of moderate pluralism, or is competi-
tion more centrifugal, centering around two
poles, even if not as thoroughly polarized as the
Weimar Republic or First Republic Italy, as
Sartori understood it? Equally important, do
parties compete as independent entities or clus-
ter into semi-permanent alliances, as parties in
Fifth Republic France, Israel, or Italy after 1993
have done? Clustering is important because it
mitigates some, but not all, of the effects of multi-
partyism. In systems like Fifth Republic France
or Italy after 1993, parties still face competition
on their flanks, and voters are still presented
with a wide array of choices. However, when
parties cluster into distinct blocs – left and right
in France, Olive Tree and the House of Liberty
in Italy – voters receive additional informa-
tion about how parties are likely to behave
after elections. The number of alternatives
is reduced, simplifying some choices, while
making others more complex. Clustering into
distinct blocs also structures and sometimes
simplifies post-election processes of govern-
ment formation.

A new typology, refining Sartori’s moderate
pluralism, should consider the number of par-
ties, their interrelationships, and the presence
or absence of clustering, as well as centripetal
versus centrifugal drives. Clear, neutral labels
are needed. Like Siaroff (2000), students of
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party systems frequently distinguish moderate
and extreme multipartyism. Moderate multi-
partyism – typically three to five parties, cen-
tripetal drives and competition around the
center – is clear enough, but extreme multipar-
tyism is more problematic. We typically mean
multiparty competition with more than three
to five parties. However, ‘extreme’ conjures up
other implications: multiparty competition
with extremist or anti-system parties and, of
course, polarized pluralism. In an era in which
there are fewer and fewer viable or presentable
alternatives to liberal democracy, few (if any)
of the left libertarian or neo-populist parties
which have crowded political spectra since the
1970s are opposed to liberal democracy. These
parties, to be sure, oppose some of the policies
and practices of older and more established
parties, but not the system itself (Abedi, 2002;
Zaslove, 2003a, 2003b). Their appearance and
relative success have made a difference – new
right populist parties have strained the bound-
aries of political correctness and forced other
parties to take up some of their claims – but
this has been done working within the bound-
aries of liberal democracy. If we are going to
use labels like extreme multipartyism, then we
must neuter the term, stripping it of its earlier
connotations. If not, then we should substitute
more neutral terms, such as extended rather
than extreme multipartyism. 

Finally, new typologies should be based on
parties and their interrelationships, rather
than on properties of the parties themselves.
This is difficult because properties of party
systems can never be entirely separate from
the parties which populate them. Relationships
depend on numbers. Examining the ways in
which Scott Mainwaring (1999; see also
Mainwaring and Scully, 1995) has approached
party systems in transitional democracies
illustrates the problem. He has developed
measures to compare the degree to which
Latin American party systems are institution-
alized or entrenched in their societies. These
include the age of parties – how long individ-
ual parties as distinct organizations have been
around – as well as aggregate electoral volatil-
ity as a measure of the collective ability of par-
ties in a party system to maintain stable bases
of support. Using these measures, he is able to
show considerable difference between more
institutionalized party systems, such as
Argentina, Mexico, and Venezuela, and less
institutionalized systems such as Peru, Bolivia,
Ecuador, or Brazil. Similar comparisons can
be made between the increasingly institution-
alized systems of newer central European

democracies such as Hungary, the Czech
Republic, and more recently Poland, and
inchoate party systems, like that of Russia or
other parts of the former Soviet Union.
Measuring the average age of party alterna-
tives says something about the degree to
which party systems are entrenched. 

Using electoral volatility as an index of party
system institutionalization is questionable.
Electoral volatility measures the ability of par-
ties to build loyal followings and collectively
structure the electorate. These are properties of
parties, individually and collectively, rather than
aspects of the party system – that is, parties and
the ways in which they relate to each other.
Rates of electoral volatility have increased in
well-established party systems, such as the
Netherlands and Austria, in part because older
lines of cleavage have weakened and estab-
lished parties have had less loyal electorates
than in the past. This is a new development,
which may reflect changes in the media and the
ways in which parties approach voters. However,
the diminishing ability of parties to hold voters
does not necessarily mean that the party system
is becoming less entrenched or institutional-
ized: even if they have lost support for a time,
older parties retain resources, which enable
them to continue and often recover in subse-
quent elections. We still have few examples
where established parties have disappeared or
have in large measure been replaced. Most are
found in Italy, where most parties in the pre-
1993 party system have been supplanted.
However, the Italian case remains an exception
rather than the rule.

Thus far, Mainwaring’s set of measures are the
only ones brought forth. They are useful in that
they link to measures already in use in the par-
ties literature, but problematic because of the
presumptions made about the degree to which
voters should – or in the future are likely to –
have stable party preferences in a world domi-
nated by rapid electronic media. Nevertheless,
Mainwaring’s measures provide a starting point
from which comparisons can be drawn. Clearly,
we need ways to take account of variation in
party systems. At issue are not only the number
of parties and the ways in which they compete,
but also, in a period in which multilevel gover-
nance is increasingly prominent, ways of describ-
ing and categorizing links among party systems
at local, regional, national, and transnational
levels of governance. Also important is the impact
of institutions – whether the system is presiden-
tial, semi-presidential or parliamentary – on par-
ties and party systems. Clearly, new research is
needed, if not new categories.
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NOTES

1 Sartori’s contribution was reinforced by inclusion
of smaller democracies in the comparative litera-
ture. Consociationalism also helped to explain
cooperation despite fragmentation (Dahl, 1966;
Lijphart, 1968, 1975, 1977; Daalder, 1966).

2 This of course depends on how we define anti-
system parties. Capoccia (2002) argues that the
concept has been stretched considerably. In order
to retain it, he suggests distinguishing between
relational anti-system parties, which advance an
ideology different than other parties, and polarize
in the way that Sartori argues anti-system parties
do, and ideological anti-system parties, which
oppose liberal democracy or, in some instances,
the predominant ideology advanced by those
who control the system.

3 One test is to consider broader comparative
analyses. Concerned primarily with party
system performance, G. Bingham Powell (1982)
distinguishes between strong party systems, typ-
ically two-party, with broad, aggregative parties,
and those which are more fragmented and less
aggregative. However, some of the indicators he
uses to measure party system performance –
such as party links to social groups and volatility
of electoral support – are characteristics of par-
ties and their ability to mobilize support rather
than characteristics of the party system (e.g. par-
ties and the ways in which they interact). No
new classification is advanced. Using a factor
analysis, Lane and Errson (1987) argue that West
European party systems can be differentiated on
five dimensions which constitute their proper-
ties. These include fractionalization, functional
orientation (defined as variation between ‘tradi-
tional bourgeois’ and ‘religious and ethnic’ par-
ties), polarization, radical orientation (the
strength of leftist parties), and volatility.
However, they make no effort to define a new
typology, relying instead on counting relevant
parties. Lijphart (1984, 1999) argues that party
systems are a key dimension differentiating
democracies, but is content to differentiate them
into two-party systems, which are generally
adversarial, and multiparty systems which are
more likely to be consensual.
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INTRODUCTION: PARTY SYSTEM
CHANGE AND THE CLASSIFICATION

OF PARTY SYSTEMS

The key problem with the phenomenon of
party system change is that it is seen as either
happening all the time or as scarcely happen-
ing at all. This is not a reflection on the state of
the world, and it is not intended to suggest that
the frequency of cases of party system change
echoes the proverbial complaint about London
buses: you wait for ages for one to come along,
and suddenly three arrive together. Rather, it is
a reflection on the approaches to the classifica-
tion of party systems that are currently to be
found in the literature, and that have already
been discussed by Steven Wolinetz in Chapter 6
of this volume.

There are two approaches to classifying
party systems that are relevant here, in the
sense that both have quite distinct implications
for how party system change is treated. On the
one hand, there is the traditional comparative
approach developed by scholars such as
Duverger, Blondel, and Sartori, which aims to
categorize party systems into distinct classes or
types, such as two-party systems, systems of
moderate pluralism, multiparty systems, or
whatever. Following this approach, party sys-
tems scarcely change at all, in that a change of
party system necessarily involves the case in
question moving from one category to another –
from the two-party to the multiparty category,
or from moderate pluralism to polarized plu-
ralism, and so on – and the conditions that
allow for such a reclassification are usually so
demanding that it rarely occurs in practice.
Some years ago, for example, I sketched an

analytic history of the Irish party system in
which, by using Sartori’s categories, I tried to
show that there had been a shift from polarized
pluralism to moderate pluralism, and then to
a predominant-party system over a period of
some 20 years (Mair, 1979). In a similar vein,
Arian and Shamir (2001: 705) have recently
pointed to what they see as evidence of ‘tremen-
dous change’ in the Israeli party system since
1948: the transition from a stable dominant-
party system to a competitive two-bloc system
and then to the contemporary situation in
which the configuration is highly unstable.
These sorts of shift seem quite exceptional,
however. More typical is the British case,
which, over a much longer period, disallowing
short-term flux and wartime peculiarities,
scarcely deviated from its well-entrenched
two-partyism. To see party systems in terms of
discrete categories is therefore to bias one’s
analysis in favour of the absence of change.

The other approach to classifying party sys-
tems effectively avoids the issue of classifica-
tion entirely, and instead employs continuous
numeric variables to ‘summarize’ or ‘define’
the party system, usually for the purposes of
cross-national inquiry. These continuous vari-
ables are almost always based on a calculation
of the number and relative size – whether elec-
toral or parliamentary – of the parties present
in the system. In the earlier literature, the pre-
ferred version was Rae’s (1968) index of frac-
tionalization (see Shamir, 1984), whereas the
more recent literature tends to prefer the ver-
sion of this index that is modified as ‘the effec-
tive number of parties’ (Laakso and Taagepera,
1979; see also Wolinetz, Chapter 6, this volume).
Following this approach, differences between
party systems are treated as a matter of degree
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rather than of kind, and hence party system
change is a continuous phenomenon. It is also
a confusing phenomenon, since these particu-
lar summary measures conflate changes in the
number of parties with changes in their rela-
tive weights, thereby leaving the observer in
the dark as to what sort of change was actually
involved (see Pedersen, 1980). For example,
the British party system could be said to have
‘changed’ when the effective number of par-
ties fell from 3.45 following the election of
1983, to 3.33 following the election of 1987 (see
the figures in Webb, 2004: 22), even though
most observers, and, indeed, most British
citizens, would have been very hard pressed
to identify what precisely had happened to
account for this shift. To see party systems in
terms of these continuous variables is there-
fore to record constant and confusing change,
and to bias one’s analysis against the identifi-
cation of stability.

Over the past three decades or so, the litera-
ture on party systems has tended to move away
from the discussion of discrete categories and
to rely more heavily on continuous variables. In
part, this is because there has been very little
new thinking on how to classify systems since
the seminal work of Sartori (1976; see also
Wolinetz, Chapter 6, this volume). In part, it
is because of a drift away from case-sensitive
and thickly descriptive comparative case stud-
ies towards the analysis of more broad-ranging
cross-national research questions. Categorical
classifications of party systems do not easily
lend themselves to quantitative research; or at
least they are not likely to result in attractive
correlation coefficients. Lijphart’s influential
study of alternative models of democracy is a
very good case in point here. Coming from the
older comparative politics tradition, in which
he has also been one of the leading figures,
Lijphart (1999: 62–9) begins his discussion of
the relevance of party systems to his models of
democracy by highlighting the categorical dis-
tinction between two-party systems and multi-
party systems, and by linking the former type
to the majoritarian model of democracy and the
latter to the consensus model. As his analysis
progresses, however, and as he begins to apply
his framework, this categorical distinction
becomes translated into a continuous measure-
ment of the effective number of parties, even-
tually leading to the calculation of a distinct
numerical score for each of the 36 polities that
concern him.1 This is the approach that has now
come to dominate quantitative cross-national
research. By affording room for measuring end-
less variation between party systems, however,

and by failing to establish plausible thresholds
that could be used to identify the emergence of
a new or a different party system, it implicitly
renders meaningless any notion of party
system change. 

AGAINST NUMBERS

It also renders meaningless any notion of party
systems. These summary variables count the
number of parties in a polity and take account
of their relative size, but, in itself, this tells us
little of importance about the system as such,
or about system change. Indeed, with the
exception of the limiting case of polities that
have only two more or less equally sized par-
ties, and hence that maintain a pure two-party
system, numbers as such have little systematic
relevance.2 We speak of Britain, or the USA,
or Greece, or especially Malta, as having two-
party systems, but, as Wolinetz reminds us,
this is not always because there are only two
parties in each of these polities (see also Mair,
2002b: 93–4). Indeed, there were 12 parties that
actually won representation in the British
House of Commons in 2005 – some of them, to
be sure, could have travelled there in the back
of a taxi – as did one independent candidate. In
Malta, however, which has the purest and most
fully mobilized two-party system in Europe, the
Democratic Alternative – which was a Green
party and the third party of the system – won
only 0.7 per cent of the vote on a 96 per cent
turnout in 2003, and thereby scarcely rocked
the established two-party balance. In any case,
the more general rule is that two-party systems
are two-party systems not because there are
only two parties as such, but because we judge
that there are only two parties which are
involved in, or are relevant to, government for-
mation. It then also follows that multiparty sys-
tems are multiparty because more than two
parties are involved in government formation.
But beyond possibly providing this informa-
tion, knowledge of how many parties exist in
the polity can tell us next to nothing in itself
about how the party system works. For that,
we need to know how the various parties can
and do act.3

This stricture also applies to the classic
Sartori typology, despite Sartori’s own best
efforts to rescue party numbers as a key vari-
able. For Sartori (1976: 128), the number of par-
ties matters, in that the format of the system has
‘mechanical predispositions’ – that is, knowing
how many parties exist gives the observer a
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good indication of how these parties are likely
to interact. But even within Sartori’s own
framework, this is true only to a certain limited
extent. Numbers as such cannot allow us to dis-
tinguish the different mechanisms that operate
within the many and varied cases of moderate
pluralism, for example, in that they cannot tell
us whether such a system is likely to be charac-
terized by competing coalitions and wholesale
alternation in government, or by overlapping
coalitions and partial alternation. Moreover,
while numbers can be important in marking the
crucial difference between moderate and polar-
ized pluralism, this is not always the case, par-
ticularly when the fragmentation in question
has been induced by a multiplicity of domains
of identification rather than by a stretching of
the dimension of competition, that is, by polar-
ization (Sani and Sartori, 1983: 335–7). Numbers
alone can also give us no indication about
whether we are dealing with a predominant-
party system.

Since numbers alone have little meaningful
systemic relevance, numerical change cannot
be considered to be the same as system change.
Hence, the fact that the number of parties has
grown significantly through the postwar years
in the advanced industrial democracies
(Dalton et al., 2000: 40–3; Mair, 2002a: 133–5)
does not necessarily indicate that the party sys-
tems in these democracies have been trans-
formed. Denmark offers one of the most telling
examples in this regard. Until the end of the
1960s, in the context of what had become ‘one
of the most dull countries to deal with for an
empirically oriented student of voting behav-
iour’ (Pedersen, 1968: 253),4 the party system
had contained some five parties of varying
electoral strengths. In 1973, this number
suddenly doubled as the result of a so-called
‘earthquake’ election, and since then there
have always been at least eight parties repre-
sented in the parliament (Bille, 1989; Bille and
Pedersen, 2004). In terms of the functioning of
the system itself, however, and in terms of the
way parties interact with one another, it can be
argued that even post-earthquake Denmark
reflects more evidence of persistence than of
change (Mair, 2002b: 101–2). In this sense, if
somewhat ironically, we see that numbers do
not always count.

Reverting to the older classifications of com-
parative politics also offers little guidance in
the identification and interpretation of party
system change, however. The most traditional
classification, that which distinguishes two-
party and multiparty systems, is simply too
crude for most scholarly purposes. There are

not enough two-party systems in the world to
allow this to function as a balanced classifica-
tion, and the multiparty category is itself
too overcrowded and undifferentiated. To limit
instances of party system change to shifts
across this particular boundary would be to
impoverish our understanding. The same
holds true when looking at Sartori’s typology
which, however insightful, is also proving less
and less appropriate to the task of identifying
distinctions within the contemporary world.
Indeed, the demise of the traditional anti-
system party (see also below) effectively brings
the range of Sartori’s types back to the two-
versus multiparty distinction, although in his
more nuanced version this distinction trans-
lates as that between two-party systems and
systems of moderate pluralism.

UNDERSTANDING PARTY
SYSTEM CHANGE

In order to understand and identify the pheno-
menon of party system change, we therefore
need to adopt an alternative perspective, one
that is neither overly constrained by the tradi-
tional classifications, on the one hand, nor too
easily dissolved into crude quantitative indica-
tors, on the other. This alternative perspective
also needs to address the essence of the party
system; that is, it needs to address the principal
modes of interaction between the parties and
the way in which they compete with one
another (see Smith, 1989a, 1989b). Party system
change at the margins, even if this could be
specified, is of little interest. What matters is
change at the core.

Let us be clear on the terms of reference here.
First, the core of any party system qua system
is constituted by the structure of competition
for control of the executive. Despite the differ-
ing perspectives advanced by the various classi-
fications to be found in the literature, ranging
from those of Duverger, Dahl and Rokkan, to
those of Blondel and Sartori, this remains a
point of more or less widespread agreement:
defining a party system begins with an under-
standing of how governmental power is con-
tested. It is here that the core of the party
system is to be found, and hence the parties
which count are those that are involved in or
have an impact on that competition. 

Second, it then follows that a party system
changes when there is a change in the structure
of competition. And this, in turn, may be broken
down into three related components. The first
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of these identifies change in the structure of
competition as taking place when there is a
change in the prevailing pattern of alternation
in government, such that, for example, there is
a shift from a prevailing pattern of wholesale
alternation to one of partial alternation, or vice
versa, or there is a shift from a prevailing
pattern of non-alternation to one of partial or
wholesale alternation. The second component
refers to the extent to which the governing
alternatives in the system prove stable or con-
sistent over time, or whether they involve inno-
vative formulae. The important change in the
structure of competition that is identified here
occurs when a period of consistency in the
make-up of government is then succeeded by a
new and innovative alternative. The third com-
ponent refers to the question of who governs,
and to the extent to which access to govern-
ment is either open to a wide range of diverse
parties or limited to a smaller subset of estab-
lished governing parties. Seen in this light,
change in the structure of competition is per-
haps most easily observed when it involves a
new party arriving in office; by definition, this
will also involve the adoption of an innovative
governing formula.5

This also allows us to classify party systems
as such, of course, for by combining information
about the patterns of alternation, the degree of
innovation, and the access of new parties to
government we can begin to distinguish
between closed and open structures of competi-
tion, and hence between different party sys-
tems. At the same time, we can also gain a sense
of the degree of systemness of any individual
party system. The two limiting cases here are,
on the one hand, those party systems in which
competition is wholly closed, and in which the
pattern of alternation is entirely predictable, the
competing protagonists are wholly familiar, and
no new party or alliance has any real hope of
gaining government; and, on the other hand,
those in which competition is wholly open, in
which there is little that is predictable or familiar
in either the patterns of competition or the
make-up of the competing forces, and in which
new parties and alliances need place no limit on
their expectations. The one case reflects an
exceptionally high level of systemness and con-
stitutes a very strong party system, while the
other reflects a very low level of systemness and
a very weak party system. Indeed, at the latter
limit, we see what is scarcely a party system at
all, since there is so little here that is clearly pat-
terned: the parties themselves are very fluid,
and their interactions relatively shapeless. In
their application of a similar approach to the

party systems of Latin America, Mainwaring
and Scully (1995a) adopt the useful terms ‘insti-
tutionalized’ systems and ‘inchoate’ systems
to refer to this distinction; strictly speaking,
however, an inchoate system, or a system with
a wholly open structure of competition, is not
really a system at all. Systemness implies
institutionalization.

More importantly for present purposes, how-
ever, these three elements afford a practical set
of guidelines for identifying when and how
party systems change. As specified above, a
party system changes when there is a change in
the prevailing structure of competition. That is,
a party system changes when there is a change
in the pattern of government alternation, when
a new governing alternative emerges, and/or
when a new party or alliance of parties gains
access to office for the first time. It follows that
for any such change to occur and be noted,
there must have already existed a prior and
well-established pattern of competition, and
the importance or weight of any change will
depend on how stable and well established that
prior pattern proved to be. 

This last may seem an obvious point, but it is
worth spelling out more fully: under normal cir-
cumstances, we cannot identify a new mode of
alternation in government except by contrast
to an already existing pattern, and we cannot
speak of an innovative governing formula
except by reference to other formulae that are
already established. In other words, we cannot
speak of a change of party system unless a more
or less robust system was already in place.
There is one important exception to this rule, of
course, and that is when an otherwise ‘inchoate’
system is replaced by a more patterned system,
as happens when newly democratized systems
become established for the first time (Holmes,
1998; see also Sartori, 1994: 37). In this case there
is obviously no older established pattern that is
being displaced, but instead, as has recently
been the case in the Czech Republic, for exam-
ple (Kopecký, 2005), a formerly incoherent set of
interactions begins to take shape and acquires
structure. But although this is, formally speak-
ing, a process of party system change, it might
be better and more informative to treat it as a
case of party system institutionalization. At the
other extreme, we can also conceive of cases of
party system deinstitutionalization – that is,
when a prevailing structure of competition
breaks up or collapses, and is succeeded by a
unformed, inchoate set of interactions. In this
case, an existing party system loses shape and
becomes destructured without any alternative
system emerging in its place. These extremes
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notwithstanding, the majority of cases of party
system change involve the replacement of one
type by another. That is, a prevailing structure
of competition is broken, and is replaced by
a new structure of competition. Just such a
change appears now to be the case in contem-
porary Germany, for example, in that a new pat-
tern of bipolar competition – pitting a centre-left
coalition of Social Democrats and Greens against
a centre-right coalition of Christian Democrats
and Liberals – seems set to replace the older
pattern of overlapping opposition, whereby
Christian Democrats and Social Democrats
sought to gain office with the help of the once
pivotal Liberal party. A similar shift towards
bipolarism appears to be occurring in Austria.
In Italy, the long-standing postwar party
system, most aptly characterized in Sartori’s
terms as a system of polarized pluralism, in
which government was always formed from the
centre, has also moved towards bipolarism,
with the emergence of two more or less coherent
and quite distinct electoral alliances that now
dominate national competition (Bartolini et al.,
2004). All of these shifts are easily identified by
reference to the changing patterns of alternation
in government, and to the ways in which exec-
utive office is being contested. More impor-
tantly, perhaps, they have also all involved a
break with what had been a persistent and long-
standing pattern of competition, even though it
may take some time before we can be sure that
a new stable structure has been established in
place of what went before. Indeed, as Müller
and Fallend (2004: n. 6) note, verifying that this
sort of change has taken place needs patience.

This is far from being a uniform or standard-
ized process, however, and any application of
these guidelines requires sensitivity to the
peculiarities of the case. This may also pre-
clude an easy application within cross-national
quantitative research. Not all cases of new gover-
ning alternatives or even of new parties arriv-
ing in government will constitute cases of
party system change, for example, and the
impact of such changes will clearly differ from
one polity to the next. In other words, while
the factors identified above offer a useful set of
common guidelines, their weight will always
remain context-specific. In one context, the
structure of competition might be normally
very open and flexible, and we might only be
able to speak of the emergence of something
new at the point when the system closes down.
In another, regular access of new parties into
government might constitute one key feature
of the party system, such as it is, and we might
only begin to talk of change when this pattern

ceases to apply. In other words, adding a new
party to the ranks of the governors will not
make for a new party system if the provision of
access to new parties has always been a normal
part of the political process. 

The contrasting cases of Finland and Ireland
offer useful reference points in this regard.
Across the past half-century of democratic
politics, Finland experienced more than 30
changes in the partisan composition of govern-
ment, almost all of which resulted from
instances of partial alternation – that is, from a
reshuffling of existing coalitions and/or from
the incorporation of additional parties into pre-
existing alliances. For more than two-thirds of
this period, Finland was governed by innova-
tive governments, that is, by parties or combi-
nations of parties that had never previously
held office using the same governing formula
(Mair, forthcoming). The result was a remark-
ably unstructured and unpredictable pattern of
competition, and hence a remarkably open
and poorly defined party system, such that the
factors that would be seen to constitute a case
of party system change in a more closed system
proved much less relevant in the Finnish case.
In Ireland, by contrast, these sorts of changes
were anything but marginal or routine, and
when the newly formed Progressive Democrats
took office in 1989 as the junior coalition part-
ner of the long-dominant Fianna Fáil party, it
marked a major change in the system. For the
first time in its long and successful history,
Fianna Fáil took part in a coalition government,
and for the first time since at least 1948 compe-
tition no longer revolved around the opposition
between Fianna Fáil on its own, on one side,
and a coalition of more or less all remaining
parliamentary parties, on the other. In the Irish
case, in other words, a very long-standing and
familiar pattern was broken open by the sort
of innovative coalition that would have proved
quite commonplace in Finland. 

The Irish case is also a useful illustration of
how party systems stabilize around particular
assumptions, and how they can suddenly be
broken open when those assumptions are chal-
lenged.6 The simple question of time is obvi-
ously important here, in that the cumulating
daily practice of politics may lead both voters
and party leaders to become used to thinking
within a particular, and hence institutionalized,
set of terms of reference. If the range of govern-
ing alternatives has been limited in the past,
then this is likely to encourage both observers
and participants to believe that they may also be
limited in the present. If, to cite this Irish example,
previous governments have been formed only
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by either Fianna Fáil on its own, on the one
hand, or a coalition of more or less all other par-
ties, on the other hand, then it is unlikely that
voters will be easily persuaded to think in terms
of any alternative constellations. It is in this
sense that a system becomes predictable and
familiar: the alternatives appear to be con-
strained by particular options being ruled out as
unthinkable. Constraining the alternatives will
also be the result of elite choices and elite polit-
ical culture, with the leaders of the established
parties being keen to promote the maintenance
of the patterns that have served to guarantee
them success in the past (see Schattschneider,
1960: 60–74). Conversely, party systems may
change when new leaders or new parties begin
to explore and then act upon new alternatives.

The nature of the wider institutional struc-
ture within which the party system is located
can also serve to limit the scope for party system
change. In the first place, this wider institu-
tional context will help to define and hence to
limit the potential alternatives which are seen
to be available. As noted above, bipolarity in
the party system of the Fifth French Republic
was clearly helped by the institution of the
presidency, for example, and by the way in
which the parties learned to compete within the
presidential arena (see Bartolini, 1984). In
Switzerland, the maintenance of the ‘magic for-
mula’ has been facilitated by the depoliticiza-
tion of government and the displacement of
ultimate decision-making authority to the pop-
ular referendum. In the United States, the sur-
vival of a stable two-party system in the context
of quite flexible and changeable political parties
owes a great deal to the restrictive practices in
electoral registration and ballot access. In the
United Kingdom, two-partyism is helped by the
combination of a plurality system of elections
to the House of Commons and pronounced
party discipline in Westminster. In other words,
the institutions of politics provide us with the
means and the language for thinking about
political alternatives, and this also holds true
for the party system, as well as for those insti-
tutions which work through the party system.
They help to impart a language of politics
which, when learned, is likely to become taken
for granted and to resist change. 

In addition, party system change will also be
limited by the sheer stability of the wider insti-
tutional order within which it is nested. A party
system, as Jepperson (1991: 151) notes of any
given institution, ‘is less likely to be vulnerable
to intervention if it is more embedded in a
framework of [other] institutions’. And if these
other institutions are themselves relatively

stable, then it follows that the party system is
more likely to remain intact. Conversely, a
change in the institutional setting can provoke
quite significant party system change. The case
of Italy is the most obvious example here, in
that the shift to the largely plurality voting for-
mula in 1993 was one of the key factors that
promoted the emergence of the new bipolar
competition. 

In sum, by focusing on the structure of com-
petition for government, and by adopting a
series of guidelines that indicate how that com-
petition can change, we gain a perspective on
party system change and stability that is not
limited by the traditional categories that are
found in the older literature, and that is more
meaningful than the perspective offered by
simple numerical summaries. There are four
key advantages to this approach.

First, it enables us to make the crucial distinc-
tion between party system change, on the one
hand, and party change, on the other, or between
what Lipset and Rokkan (1967) famously
referred to as the ‘freezing’ (and ‘unfreezing’) of
party systems and the ‘freezing’ (and ‘unfreez-
ing’) of individual parties. These are obviously
two different processes, and can be applied
quite independently of one another. As indi-
cated above, parties may change quite substan-
tially, and prove quite flexible and adaptable,
and yet the party system can remain intact.
Indeed, as I have suggested elsewhere (Mair,
1997: 16), party systems often manage to survive
precisely because the parties refuse to be pinned
down. At the same time, the parties can remain
more or less the same, but because of a short-
term change in elite preferences, or even because
of a small change in voting patterns, their strate-
gies can suddenly shift, and what had been a
long-standing pattern of competition can sud-
denly be broken open. Britain, which has per-
haps one of the most stable party systems in the
world, came close to such a break in the lead-up
to the 1997 election, when Labour considered a
possible coalition with the Liberal Democrats
(Webb, 2004: 26). 

The second advantage of this approach is
that it draws the emphasis away from the
numerical criterion. When seen in very simp-
listic terms, party system change can be taken
to be the same as numerical change – the
system is different because the number of par-
ties is different. This is very misleading, how-
ever, since, as argued above, numbers often fail
to count in systemic terms, and they appear to
count less and less as more and more parties
join in electoral competition and win represen-
tation in parliament. In other words, while
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party systems have become more fragmented
in recent years, this does not necessarily imply
that the systems themselves have changed. 

Third, and following from this, party system
change conceived in these terms has the
advantage of focusing on change at the core
rather than at the margins. The stronger a
party system is, the more easily we can see that
it revolves around a core opposition – that it
is ‘about’ something (Mair, 1997: 13–14). In
Britain, the party system is about the conflict
between Labour and Conservative; in France,
it is about ‘left’ against ‘right’, often without a
particular party specification; in Sweden, it is
about the Social Democrats against the more
loosely determined bourgeois bloc, and so on.
In other words, the structure of competition,
once established, becomes dominated by a
particular choice, and other considerations
become secondary. Conversely, to the extent
that no single conflict manages to become
established, the party system is likely to
remain inchoate and ill defined. By tracing pat-
terns in the competition for government, this
distinction can easily be brought to light. 

Finally, once we deal with party system
change in these terms, it becomes relatively
easy to pin down more or less precise moments
in which prevailing patterns are suddenly
broken – as was the case in Ireland in July 1989,
in Italy in May 1994, in Germany in October
1998, and in Austria in February 2000. In other
words, although it may take time before a new
party system develops, and before a new struc-
ture of competition becomes established, a
breakdown in the old pattern can be seen to
have occurred quite suddenly and abruptly.
And this, in turn, can open up the possibility of
going on to treat party system change as an
independent rather than just a dependent vari-
able. It is one thing to identify the factors that
lead to party system change, be these social,
organizational or institutional, and allowing for
the different conceptions of party system
change that are used in the literature, this is a
well-covered theme. It is quite another to trace
the effects of party system change – whether
on the component parties themselves, or on the
voters – and this is something which, at least as
yet, is a relatively neglected research question.

PARTY SYSTEM CHANGE:
FUTURE TRENDS

There are two important developments that
have recently impacted on parties and on party

systems and that are likely to shape the direction
of party system change in the coming years. The
first of these is what has been called ‘the victory
of democracy’: the ending of the cold war, the
collapse of the former Soviet Union, and the suc-
cess of liberalism (or neo-liberalism) in establish-
ing itself as a more or less universal source of
governing principles. This is obviously a new
and unprecedented situation, in which, as Perry
Anderson (2000: 17) puts it, ‘there are no longer
any significant oppositions – that is, systematic
rival outlooks – within the thought-world of the
West; and scarcely any on a world scale either’.
The victory of democracy also makes for an
enormous change in the context within which
party systems operate, although its impact is
sometimes difficult to appreciate. Given that the
party systems in the long-established demo-
cracies grew up and became consolidated in an
international context in which democracy was
daily contested by non-democratic alternatives,
and given that this international battle was often
translated by competing political parties into a
form of domestic opposition, the sudden ending
of this conflict has had effects that reach into the
heart of contemporary politics. One such effect
has been the effective disappearance of any pos-
sible challenge to democracy at the domestic
level – as Juan Linz (1997: 404) has noted, we are
all democrats now, and ‘no anti-democratic
ideology appeals to politicians, intellectuals, reli-
gious leaders . . . as an alternative to political
democracy’ – and hence the disappearance of
the traditional anti-system party (see also
Capoccia, 2002). With the demise or transforma-
tion of the former communist parties, and the
effective disappearance of the traditional fascist
alternative, there are no longer any important
pariah parties in competition. In contemporary
politics, in other words, and probably for the
first time in democratic history, almost all parties
have become salonfähig.

This obviously also now holds true even for
the parties of the new radical right (see Bale,
2003; see also Mudde, 2001). These parties dif-
fer from the mainstream, sometimes dramati-
cally so, in terms of policy, and often also
in style, but they rarely differ in terms of any
ultimate commitment to the maintenance of
democratic procedures. As such, however
unpalatable it sometimes seems, both domesti-
cally and internationally, mainstream parties
do find it possible to forge compromises with
these new parties and to bring them into
government. Indeed, in recent years, this has
become almost commonplace in Western
Europe (see Heinisch, 2003), with the Freedom
Party in Austria, the Lega Nord in Italy, and
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the Pim Fortuyn List in the Netherlands
becoming full-fledged parties of government,
and with recent centre-right minority govern-
ments in Denmark and Norway relying on
support from Danish People’s Party and
Progress Party, respectively. The lesson here is
evident: policy differences, however sharp, are
always negotiable. The degree to which anti-
systemness has now become a thing of the past
was also made evident when the right-wing
nationalist party Sinn Féin became part of the
extraordinary coalition running the newly
devolved government in Northern Ireland,
even though its associated military wing, the
Irish Republican Army, a terrorist organization,
had not yet surrendered or decommissioned
all of its weapons (Tonge, 2000). 

The second important change that is likely to
have an impact on the future direction of party
system change has been the decline of parties
as membership organizations, and the ascen-
dancy of the party in public office within the
party writ large (Katz and Mair, 1995, 2002).
This general shift, which may be observed in
traditional mainstream parties in almost all
long-established democracies, and which, in its
end state, is also often characteristic of emerg-
ing parties in both new and old democracies,
has obviously many implications for how the
individual parties behave and for how they
communicate with and relate to the wider
society (see Krouwel, Chapter 21, in this
volume; see also van Biezen, 2003). This also
has implications for party systems, however,
the most important of which is that it helps to
bring the parties closer to one another, This is
especially true when judged from the perspec-
tive of the shared ambitions of comparable
office-holding and office-seeking elites, and it
is something that helps to push the parties
further along the road towards becoming the
sort of top-heavy campaigning organizations
that are exemplars of the Schumpeterian or
Downsian version of electoral politics: that is,
teams of leaders who compete for the favour of
the people’s vote (see Beyme, 1996; Farrell and
Webb, 2000). 

The combination of both of these factors sug-
gests that the party systems of the future are
more and more likely to reflect the type of bipo-
lar competition that has long been characteris-
tic of the French Fifth Republic, and that is now
also clearly evident in Italy. This same pattern
may also be emerging in Austria and Germany,
and is already beginning to be established –
whether in two-party or two-bloc form – in
many of the newer democracies in southern
and post-communist Europe, as well as in Latin

America (Bale, 2003; Mainwaring and Scully,
1995b). This trajectory is likely for two related
reasons. First, precisely because the substantive
differences between mainstream parties are less
pronounced,7 and because these parties can no
longer function primarily as representatives in
an ideological or purposive sense, elections will
inevitably come to revolve more closely around
the choice of persons rather than that of policies
(see also Mair, 2003). Second, in order to help
facilitate a choice of persons, and in order to
ensure at least some degree of popular account-
ability and legitimacy, the parties will almost
inevitably find themselves being driven
towards bipolar competition, and hence towards
an electoral process that affords voters a choice
among alternative governments, and among
alternative teams of leaders. Parties that govern
have a clearer need for immediate electoral
accountability than do parties that also repre-
sent, and unless accountability is promoted by
the provision of clear alternatives in the elec-
toral process, the parties themselves are likely
to be seen as less legitimate. In this sense, we
can see a version of the so-called Americanization
of party systems – a downgrading of the role of
policy in competition, and an enhancement of
the role of personality, leading to the provision
of clear choices between opposing candidates
or teams of candidates. This is certainly the
direction in which many party systems are now
travelling.8

It is therefore interesting that when we look
across the contemporary advanced democra-
cies, we see only a handful of polities that still
appear to maintain a traditional pattern of over-
lapping coalitions with a more or less extended
post-election negotiating period: Belgium,
Luxembourg, the Netherlands and Finland.
These countries, together with the special case
of Switzerland, now constitute the only set of
democracies where voters are effectively
denied a direct say in the formation of the gov-
ernment. This is, in all likelihood, a dying tra-
dition. Once parties present themselves to the
public primarily as governors rather than as
representatives, as is more and more often the
case, then they will come under increasing pres-
sure to cede to that public the choice of who
will actually win office. In some cases, especially
in the old consociational democracies, this may
well require a major restructuring of the party
system as a whole.

Two other changes may well go hand in
hand with such a general shift in direction.
First, a move towards bipolarity may well serve
to facilitate party and party system renewal.
If we assume continuing multipartyism, and
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hence also relatively permissive electoral
systems, then bipolarity will almost certainly
have to follow the pattern set by France or Italy
rather than that of Britain or the USA. That
is, it will involve competition between more or
less flexible and malleable blocs of parties,
or electoral alliances, rather than single parties
or tight coalitions. Other things being equal,
these blocs will be seen as being of the centre-
left and centre-right, even though in practice
there may be little in policy terms to choose
between them. As in France and Italy, this will
be what the party system is about – this will be
the core. The result is that within each bloc it is
likely that there will be less and less privileg-
ing of particular party organizations or labels,
and more room for the free competition for
influence and control. It is here that renewal
will be found. The broad tendances will remain
stable while the various parties reshuffle
within them. Core coalitional continuity will
coexist with an unsettled range of partisan or
semi-partisan components.

Second, as elections increasingly come to
revolve around personalities or teams of person-
alities, it is likely that the policy-making process
will become ever more depoliticized. In other
words, leaders who are chosen primarily because
of their simple electoral appeal or celebrity
status are more likely to seek to delegate deci-
sions to non-political agencies.9 They are also
more likely to be encouraged to do so by those
around them. This process of delegation is
already well advanced in most democratic poli-
ties, and was accelerated very substantially in
the wake of the victory of democracy and the
ending of the cold war. In practice, it means
more decision-making power being ceded to so-
called non-majoritarian institutions, a greater
role for judges and other expert arbiters, and
even more influence being accumulated by
bodies such as the European Union, the World
Trade Organization and the International
Monetary Fund. Elections lead to office, but not
necessarily to authority, and almost certainly not
to expertise. As Schumpeter (1947: 288) once put
it, ‘selection by means of success at the polls may
work against people who would be successes at
the head of affairs. And even if the products of
this selection prove successes in office these
successes may well be failures for the nation.’10

Hence the perceived need for delegation.
In sum, the future trend for party systems

may well be in the direction of a world that was
already sketched by Schumpeter more than
half a century ago: a world in which parties
are teams of leaders, who compete for majority
support in party systems that are increasingly

bipolar, and who then rely on a host of expert
agencies and international organizations to
deal with their decision-making problems.
Party systems may well become more competi-
tive, and hence elections may well become
decisive, but they also risk becoming less mean-
ingful. Even if choice becomes more apparent,
it may yet count for less. 

NOTES

1. Only two of these 36 cases – Portugal and
Sweden – end up with identical mean scores
(Lijphart, 1999: 76–7, Table 5.2), suggesting that
there is a unique solution, and hence a unique
party system, for each polity, and, once we move
away from mean values, for each individual
election.

2. The other limiting case is that in which there are
so many parties, and in which the system is so
highly fragmented, that it is not possible to dis-
cern any stable or patterned interactions. The
case of Poland in the early 1990s comes close to
this extreme, in that 29 parties won representa-
tion in the 1991 Sejm, with the biggest single
party commanding just 13.5 per cent of the seats
(Szczerbiak, 2001: 15–18).

3. This is also the conclusion that is reached by
Bogaards (2004) in a recent evaluation of classifi-
cations of party systems in sub-Saharan Africa.

4. Pedersen went on to note that ‘the Danish politi-
cal system lacks most of those characteristics that
form the point of departure for many modern
research workers, i.e. conflicts, cleavages, and
instabilities’.

5. For a more extended account of this approach,
see Mair (2001a, 2002b: 94–7).

6. See Mair (2001b), from which some of the
following is drawn.

7. Policy differences between the mainstream and
the new radical right remain quite pronounced,
of course, even though incorporation in public
office does appear to have a taming effect on the
latter (see Heinisch, 2003; Minkenberg, 2001).

8. But not at the European Union level, which may
well explain much of the scepticism and lack of
interest with which many European voters
approach elections to the European Parliament:
no government is being elected, and no real alter-
natives are on offer – and yet the parties that
mainly contest these elections seem no longer in
a position to provide effective representation. The
result is that they have little to offer the voters,
and little to encourage their engagement. 

9. See also Strøm et al. (2003), who deal with this
issue extensively. 
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10. A similar conclusion was later reached by
March and Olsen (1995: 136): ‘It is not self-
evident that electoral political competition will
necessarily produce leaders who represent the
interests of the people well or who are compe-
tent to govern … Nor is it self-evident that the
capabilities needed to succeed in political com-
petition are the same as the capabilities needed
to govern.’
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INTRODUCTION: RATIONALITY
APPROACHES AND THE STUDY OF

POLITICAL PARTIES

If the use of rational choice theory in the study
of political parties were a political candidate, it
would be considered a front-runner with high
negatives. Approaches that emphasize rationality
have produced a large theoretical and empirical
literature and a number of fruitful and provoca-
tive findings and have also generated intense
criticism. The aim of this chapter is to set out
the central tendencies of these approaches to
the study of political parties, summarize some
of their main applications in the field, discuss
ways in which they have added to our under-
standing of party politics, and evaluate some of
the main critiques of their use.

Rationality approaches, the general class to
which social choice analysis belongs, begin
with the premise that people behave purpose-
fully.1 Individuals are goal-directed actors.
These approaches do not attempt to explain
why people hold particular goals; rather, taking
the goals as given, they assume that individu-
als will try to achieve their goals through
instrumental, efficient means. In practice, the
use of efficient means can be understood as the
effort by individuals to increase the benefits
they expect to receive from their actions relative
to the costs they expect to pay.2

This purposeful behavior takes place in an
environment whose characteristics affect the
individual’s ability to achieve his or her goals.
Any environment will have a given level of
information, a set of institutional rules, and a
historical context.3 Political environments have
some unique qualities that affect individuals’
choices. For one, governments are responsible
for public goods – those shared by all members
of the society, whose provision cannot be limited
to some members and withheld from others.
Although individuals may vary in their ability
to take advantage of such goods as improved
air quality or stronger national defense, for
example, they cannot be delivered to only those
people who pay taxes to fund them while
excluding those who do not.

One of the most intriguing insights of the
rationality approaches is that to create these
public goods – to clean the air and defend
the nation – requires collective action, but
collective action is vulnerable to specific and
serious problems. In particular, the actions that
would be required to achieve a public good
may not be in the individual interest of any of
the actors. Why should a member of Congress
choose to spend her valuable time negotiating
the content of bills and making appropriations
to cut air pollution – a policy that will benefit
all her congressional colleagues and all their
constituents – while her colleagues are then
freed to spend their own time pursuing pork
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barrel projects, casework, and other activities
that will help ensure their own re-election?
And if it is in nobody’s individual interest to
devote their personal resources to pursuing
collective goals, then how can those goals,
which are in everyone’s interest, be achieved?

Analysts have shown that when a number of
legislators or other individuals make choices
on policies based on their own preferences, act-
ing independently of one another, they can
produce an outcome that all of them would
consider worse than outcomes they could gain
by organizing, even though each is behaving in
ways that are entirely rational.4 Consider, for
example, the chief executives of two cellulose
plants located on the same lake. Because they
are in competition, each plant chooses indepen-
dently to reduce its costs by dumping chemical
wastes into the lake. To recycle wastes would
increase the expenses of the plant that did it
and weaken its competitive position in the
market. But dumping the wastes causes water
quality to deteriorate. As a result, both plants,
which need a relatively unpolluted source of
water in order to produce their product, suffer
long-term costs. In the short run it is rational
for each plant to find ways to cut its costs. But
the longer-range result is to increase the costs
paid by each plant and by the larger commu-
nity, which is clearly a suboptimal outcome.5

These problems of collective action can be
solved in a variety of ways. Collections of indi-
viduals or legislators can agree to act coopera-
tively in making their decisions. They can
create sets of rules and expectations to struc-
ture their joint activity: these decision rules are
termed ‘processes of social choice’. Stable sets of
rules and expectations become organizations
and institutions. These institutions can deal
with collective action problems by creating
inducements for individuals to act so as to
further the interests of the collectivity or commu-
nity as a whole.

A political party is one of these institutions:
a means by which people can agree to behave
cooperatively over the long term so as to
secure benefits that they would not have been
able to gain as individuals. A party could pro-
vide the mechanism for solving several kinds
of social choice and collective action problems.
Within a legislature, parties can make it possi-
ble to create lasting majorities for policies on
important issues. In campaigns, parties can
help candidates coordinate their behavior
(their fund-raising, for example) in order to
achieve mutual gain. They can make organized
efforts to register and turn out voters so as to
reduce the individual campaigns’ costs.

In elections, affiliating with a party lets a
candidate offer potential supporters a means of
reducing their information costs; knowing that
a candidate is a Republican or a Democrat per-
mits the citizen to infer a series of conclusions
about the candidate’s policy stands and gen-
eral approach to public life. Lower information
costs increase the likelihood that the citizen
will vote.6 For these and other reasons, practi-
tioners of rationality approaches argue, it is
instructive to conceptualize parties as institu-
tions designed to solve problems of collective
choice.7

RATIONALITY APPROACHES TO
THE STUDY OF PARTIES

Every functioning democracy has political par-
ties. Nascent parties were created in the United
States within the first decade after the signing of
the Constitution. Interestingly, they were created
by political leaders who had expressed strong
anti-party sentiments, who had denounced the
idea of parties as self-serving, dissension-
provoking, and likely to be harmful to the new
republic. Why did some political leaders
choose to create parties at this time? What
is the evidence that parties were created as
a vehicle to solve problems of collective
action? And why did these politicians form
parties rather than some other kind of political
organization?

One of the most insightful accounts of the
rise of parties in the United States that explic-
itly adopts the rational choice perspective is
that of John Aldrich in Why Parties? For
Aldrich, the provocation for the formation
of parties was a dilemma of social choice.
Members of the infant federal government
faced a large number of decisions on vital
issues, ranging from the nature of government
involvement in the economy to the location of
the capital. The choice situation at this time,
however, was fluid and unstable.8 Members of
Congress and other federal notables were
pulled and tugged on several dimensions
simultaneously: their ideological beliefs about
the scope and power of the federal government,
their attitudes toward other issues, sectional
concerns, and inter-state and intra-state rivalries.
Majorities were fleeting and unstable; vote-
trading deals were made and then unraveled.
In short, the Congress was in the grip of a social
choice problem.

One of those most concerned with the fluid-
ity of this situation was Alexander Hamilton.
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Hamilton had initially enjoyed majority support
in Congress for his vision of a strong central
government. But he was having trouble hold-
ing that support; Hamilton’s chief antagonist,
James Madison, won some key debates by
prospecting for votes among Hamilton sup-
porters on an issue-by-issue basis. If Hamilton
hoped to win consistent majorities for the prin-
ciple of a federal government with expanded
power and to establish a clear precedent for
future action consistent with this principle,
then he needed a means of keeping his sup-
porters together over a range of votes.

As Aldrich shows, Hamilton succeeded by
laying the groundwork for a legislative party.
As Secretary of the Treasury, he was able to set
the congressional agenda by submitting a plan
for dealing with the public debt. He worked
with allies in the House to coordinate which
bills were offered and to enlist his supporters
to vote for them. In these ways, Hamilton was
able to ensure that those in Congress who
shared his views about the role of the federal
government could overcome the problem of
fleeting and unstable majorities and translate
their preference into government action. In
social choice terms, a form of institutional
structure was created to reduce the number of
competing bases for choice, to bring equilib-
rium instead of disequilibrium, and thus to
produce an answer to the fundamental ques-
tion that faced the new government.9

Once Hamilton’s legislative ‘party’ had
come into existence, as the majority, it was able
to win on any votes where it organized. The
opposing group, headed by Madison and
Thomas Jefferson, then had no alternative but
to try to alter the status quo by changing the
membership of Congress in the next congres-
sional elections. They set up a number of ‘com-
mittees of correspondence’ to encourage the
election of other Jeffersonians and succeeded
in winning control of the House in 1792. By
that time, voting behavior in the House and
Senate had moved from ‘widely dispersed
scatters’ to ‘two clear and quite separate blocs . . .
not just polarized but also very strongly
related to partisan affiliations,’10 consistent
with Aldrich’s expectation.

A second major dilemma of collective action,
Aldrich argues, can be seen in relation to
the formation of the first true mass-based
American party, the Democrats, in the late
1820s.11 Recall that a central issue in collective
action is that even though something might be
in the collective interest of a large number of
people, no individual may see it in his or her
personal interest to contribute to that goal. The

collective interest in this case was the election
of a president. As will be shown later, individ-
uals will be tempted to abstain from voting
because even the small costs of gathering infor-
mation and going to the polls are likely to out-
weigh the minimal benefits the individual
expects to get from the outcome. But mass
abstention can be a big problem for politicians,
because they need votes in order to fulfill their
ambitions.

In the relatively fluid politics of the 1820s, a
number of ambitious politicians, notably
Martin Van Buren and Andrew Jackson, came
together to create an institutional structure – a
mass party – that would enable them to attract
more votes and thus benefit from control of
government. This form of political party used
mass rallies, parades, and other means to pro-
vide citizens with information about the elec-
tion. By doing so, the mass party reduced
citizens’ information costs and, by working to
mobilize citizens, helped bring more prospec-
tive voters into the polling booths.

But to help solve the collective action problem
for prospective voters, those who wanted to
organize a mass party faced a collective action
problem of their own: organizing a mass party
is a costly enterprise for individuals, given that
the benefits will be shared. Aldrich posits that
the party’s midwives would have tried to
reduce these costs by building on the organiza-
tions in states where there was already the start
of a party infrastructure. Once these new forms
of party were developed, they would focus
their efforts at voter mobilization in those
states and in elections that were expected to be
close, because those are the races in which a
party’s effort would be most likely to make a
difference.

Consistent with his hypotheses, Aldrich
finds major increases in turnout in the New
England and ‘middle’ states (New Jersey and
Delaware), where there was high competitive-
ness and where the Democratic Party had suc-
cessfully organized. Because these existing
local organizations were more likely to join the
mass party if they were able to maintain a sub-
stantial amount of independence (a selective
incentive), this choice by the founders of the
mass party laid the groundwork for a degree of
local party autonomy in American politics that
has long been unusual among the world’s
democratic party systems.12

Aldrich’s third main contribution is to use
rationality assumptions to explain the major
recent change in the American parties: the
movement from the mass party to the ‘party in
service’, which developed around the 1960s.
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This development was caused by several
long-term changes in the parties’ environment,
which altered the structure of rewards and
opportunities. Changes in the electorate, such
as increasing educational levels and the assim-
ilation of immigrant populations, reduced the
number of people who needed the help pro-
vided by the older mass parties at the local
level. Changes in national policy, especially
expansion of the New Deal entitlement pro-
grams, further reduced the need for the local
party’s assistance. The steady inroads of
Progressive and Populist reforms and of ticket
splitting restricted the party organization’s
ability to control access to office and to control
office-holders once they were elected.

In addition, the rise of national media
enabled individual candidates to reach voters,
contributors, and issue- and candidate-oriented
campaign activists without needing to work
through a party organization. The size of the
new voting population and the changes in
communications media meant that campaigns
would have to be directed by experts in these
new media and other technologies: profession-
als rather than volunteers. In the mass party of
earlier years, candidates were generally subor-
dinate to the party organization in campaigns.
But by the 1960s, ambitious candidates could
(and usually had to) win office without the
party’s direction. Candidates, not parties,
became dominant. The parties, adapting as they
have throughout their long lives in American
politics, thus had to gear up to become ‘parties
in service’ to provide services and expertise
in order to retain at least an active role, if
no longer a dominant one, in candidates’
campaigns.13

Do we need the logic of social choice to
explain why parties formed and why they
changed during the last half of the 20th century?
Probably not. It might be possible, alterna-
tively, to argue that people’s affiliative needs
lead them to identify with and become active
in parties and that the rise and fall of partisan
behavior over time reflects changes in the
available alternatives for affiliation. Some
might respond that the need for affiliation
itself could be interpreted as a rational process;
but if so, then it is fair to ask whether rational
choice is a falsifiable system of analysis.

Whether or not it is the only defensible
explanation, does the rationality approach give
us new insight into these vital periods of party
change? Clearly it does. In the case of the par-
ties’ founding, for instance, the approach calls
attention to the fact that it was not enough for
most members of Congress to agree that the

new national government should assume the
debts incurred by the states before the
Republic was formed. Most members did
agree, yet they were unable to act initially on
that agreement. Institutional arrangements
had to be created to produce incentives for the
members of that majority to vote on the basis
of their felt need for a strong national govern-
ment rather than on other possible bases. As an
approach, then, it has considerable power to
stimulate insights about the behavior of political
parties.

MOBILIZING FOR COLLECTIVE
ACTION

If we accept Aldrich’s premise that a party is a
means to an end, created and shaped by office-
holders because they find it to be in their per-
sonal interest, then we are led to ask a variety
of questions about the relationship between
institutional structure and the ambition of can-
didates and public officials. Analysts in the
rational choice school have examined this rela-
tionship in three major areas. The first is voter
choice; as in the case of Van Buren and Jackson,
candidates need to get voters to support them
in elections and to mobilize activists on their
behalf. Second, elected officials need to resolve
conflicts over leadership recruitment and suc-
cession: who will have the opportunity to run
for which office at a given time. Finally, office-
holders continue to deal with the challenges
that the early Congresses faced: what alterna-
tives to public policy problems will be consid-
ered, in what order, and who will get what,
when, and how from government?

In a democracy, citizens must have some role
in choosing important government personnel.
Writers and activists may differ on the thres-
holds they would prefer, but it is fair to assume
that at least some minority of officials with sig-
nificant decision-making authority must be
elected by citizens. Yet with even a minimal
definition of ‘democratic’, we quickly run into
a major problem of collective action. Although
governments in modern industrial democra-
cies make decisions about virtually every
aspect of their citizens’ lives, citizens’ aware-
ness of that impact may be slight. The effects of
many government decisions are complex and
long-range. People’s immediate needs for
food, shelter, and entertainment dominate
their thinking and their time; developing an
interest and a desire to become informed about
an entity that seems to be faceless and remote
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is not common. Yet without at least some
minimal citizen participation, a democratic
government lacks legitimacy. So how is it pos-
sible to get citizens to go to the polls to choose
elected officials if they would rather watch
football, if their interest in politics and infor-
mation levels are low, and if they feel confident
that government will continue functioning
without their input?

When a democracy begins to expand,
nascent party organizations have a straight-
forward incentive to selectively stimulate
citizen participation. The more voters they are
able to mobilize, the greater their likelihood of
electing their candidates. The early Democratic
Republicans (Jeffersonians) clearly followed
that path in reaching out to citizens in the
localities; party leaders further had an incen-
tive to expand the right to vote in order to gain
power using the votes of these newly enfran-
chised groups. Although the Federalists may
also have seen the logic of enlisting new voters,
they were less well suited to do so because the
policies that animated the Federalist Party had
much greater appeal to merchants, bankers,
and other elites – who already had the right to
vote and who were limited in numbers – than
to the immigrants and frontiersmen who initially
lacked that right.

As a democracy matures and the franchise
expands to approach its natural limits, the
challenge then becomes the need to motivate
qualified voters to go to the polls. Parties can
serve this need in several ways. For Anthony
Downs, the use of a party ideology can be a
‘rational habit’ for voters. When an individual
has carefully informed herself about the par-
ties and policy stands in preceding elections
and has always come to the same decision, she
could reasonably conclude that the probability
of changing that decision is too small to war-
rant investing time and energy in gathering
information about the current election. As long
as conditions remain the same, this habitual
decision helps to reduce the citizen’s costs and
thus to increase the probability that she will
vote. If conditions change beyond a certain
threshold, she should see the need to gather
information again.14

Others also view the existence of parties in
the electorate, or party identification, as a
means of simplifying voters’ choices and there-
fore making it easier for them to choose to
vote. For Morris Fiorina, for example, citizens
can use the device of retrospective analysis to
reduce their costs. Although politics is confus-
ing, Fiorina writes, voters ‘typically have one
comparatively hard bit of data: they know

what life has been like during the incumbent’s
administration’.15 Presuming that the parties
are reasonably consistent in their policies over
time, this retrospective judgment asks less of
citizens than does an approach that expects
considerable data-gathering; information about
the past is cheaper to obtain than information
about the future. Retrospective voting could
refer only to a particular administration but it
could also be extended to a standing assess-
ment of the administration’s party.

In any of several ways, then, citizens can use
party as a means of drawing inferences about
the candidates’ characteristics and policy
stands. It is a form of stereotyping that can be
used to shortcut the process of gathering infor-
mation about the choices in an election. It can
summarize the likely impact of each candidate
or party or simply reduce the voter’s choices to
a manageable number. Through whatever
means, the party symbol’s function as a stereo-
type or heuristic is a means of getting a lot of
useful information cheaply, and that, in turn,
increases the likelihood that a citizen will
vote.16

In addition to these two means by which
party can solve this collective action problem –
as a symbol by conveying a fairly cheap package
of useful information and as an organization
by reaching out to citizens who might not
otherwise vote – party can also cut citizens’
costs of involvement in government by linking
them to their representatives. Some evidence
suggests that party identifiers are more likely
to contact and request services from a US
House representative if he or she shares the
identifier’s party affiliation.17

RECRUITING LEADERS AND
REGULATING ACCESS TO

POLITICAL OFFICE

Democracies need to recruit leaders as well as
voters. Political leadership is a public good so,
as we have seen, problems of collective choice
arise in its selection. Collective action problems
should be mitigated in the recruitment of lead-
ers by the fact that those who win office get
selective benefits – power, importance, and
other perquisites of holding office, at least at
higher levels. These benefits can be offset,
however, by the many challenges that face
elected officials in the form of public cynicism,
media criticism, and the larger salaries and
bigger perks that are available in comparable
positions in the private sector. 
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Why would parties serve as useful devices
for leadership recruitment rather than, say,
non-profit groups like the United Way or for-
profit organizations? A new party would have
the motivation to do so as a means of securing
power for itself. Federalists in the new American
government sought like-minded allies to estab-
lish Hamilton’s proposals as the blueprint for
the new central government. Then the
Federalists’ opponents saw the need to serve as
an alternative channel of candidate recruit-
ment. By encouraging both the spread of local
party organizing among leaders who held
the same general sentiment and the connec-
tions among these local parties in this recruit-
ment process, the Democratic Republicans
helped to further their own ambitions as well
as to strengthen the existence of the federal
system.18

As this party competition becomes more
established, a party hoping to maintain (or
obtain) dominance in government should not
only seek like-minded individuals to run for
office under the party’s label but also offer help
in the form of campaign expertise, money, and
other resources to increase their chances of win-
ning. This seems to be an almost universal activ-
ity of party organizations, though the extent of
its provision varies over time. The locus of par-
ties’ provision of resources varies as well; as
many local party organizations struggled to
deal with changes in society and in communica-
tions media during the 1960s and 1970s, organi-
zations of the party in government such as the
congressional campaign committees (and cur-
rently state legislative campaign committees
as well) began to collect resources to aid party
candidates in their campaigns.19

Parties have never been able to monopolize
the provision of resources to candidates in
American society; the rise of new types of
organized interests and methods of communi-
cation has made this point more obvious in
recent decades. But the major parties have
found a way to compensate for this weakness.
They have used their dominance of the legisla-
tive and judicial branches to pass rafts of laws
giving easy access to the ballot to candidates
running as Democrats or Republicans and seri-
ously disadvantaging those who want to run
as independents or under a minor party label.
These ballot access rules and a range of other
laws and court decisions have protected the
two major parties’ status as the main channel
through which all but a very few resource-rich
candidates must run for office.20

The parties’ institutional rules for selecting
candidates also offer a means of solving

problems of collective choice. Larry Bartels
has examined the ways in which the individ-
ual preferences of voters in presidential pri-
maries are combined into a single collective
choice. Bartels notes that the nominating
process differs from a classic public choice sit-
uation in that it is dynamic; it consists of a
series of primaries on successive dates over a
five-month period. The set of competing can-
didates can change from primary to primary,
the electorate clearly changes, and voters in
each primary contest can learn from the pri-
maries that took place before. So learning and
momentum characterize the process. These char-
acteristics help to produce ‘a genuine majority
for a single alternative’, as opposed to a situa-
tion in which no candidate can muster a real
majority.21

MAKING DECISIONS AND
ALLOCATING RESOURCES

IN GOVERNMENT

Finally, governments must make decisions as
to what will be done and in what order. How
are these decisions to be made? If majority rule
is the chosen mechanism, as is commonly the
case in a democracy, then how will a majority
be created? In particular, how can the possibil-
ity of continually cycling majorities, the social
choice problem described by Arrow,22 be
resolved?

Creating and sustaining parties within
government is one such means. As we have
seen, partisanship can provide a tool with
which groups of decision-makers who have
common goals can build relationships of trust
and predictable patterns of agreement. It can
also simplify deliberation and act to sanc-
tion trust-breakers in order to protect that
predictability.

Much of the rational choice work on govern-
mental decision-making, like most other analy-
ses of national political institutions, focuses on
Congress. The work of the national legislature
is more public and produces more usable data
than do bureaucratic agencies and federal
courts. Within Congress, analysts usually focus
on roll call voting, the final step in House and
Senate action on a bill. Rationality approaches
to committee and subcommittee markup and
the work of conference committees, which are
just as vital to the legislative process, are
limited by the problems all congressional
researchers face in getting access to these
aspects of congressional behavior. 
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What is the nature of the legislative parties
in the rational choice perspective? Let us begin,
as many students of congressional behavior
do, with David Mayhew’s analysis of Congress
members as single-minded seekers of re-
election. Mayhew shows how this single goal
can explain a series of important institutional
features of Congress. Members of Congress, in
order to get re-elected, have designed an insti-
tution that enables them to meet their needs for
three important activities: advertising them-
selves favorably, claiming credit for desirable
behavior (such as casework), and taking posi-
tions on bills and other issues. One aspect of
this institutional design, Mayhew writes, is
that the congressional parties were organized
to allow each member to take positions that
benefit his or her re-election. Party leaders,
then, were inclined to tell their members to
vote their constituency’s interests rather than
to risk losing an election by supporting a party
position that is unpopular in their district.23

In Mayhew’s Congress, in short, the con-
gressional parties and their leaders have very
limited power; the primacy of individual
members’ re-election needs does not leave
room for party leaders to demand obedience to
a ‘party line’. Yet since Mayhew’s analysis was
published in 1974, other researchers in the ratio-
nal choice tradition have described congres-
sional parties that are considerably stronger.
Gary W. Cox and Mathew D. McCubbins, for
example, begin with the same assumption as
does Mayhew: that legislators are guided by a
desire for re-election. But for Cox and
McCubbins, members’ re-election depends not
just on their own personal qualities and votes
but also on public perceptions of their party’s
record, as can be seen in such collective phe-
nomena as electoral tides. Somebody, then,
needs to marshal the forces for creating and
protecting that record.24

Who has the motivation and the ability to do
so? The legislative party leaders, in Cox and
McCubbins’s view, are a means of dealing with
the collective action problem of getting some-
one to do what members of the party in
Congress all want done but do not want to
spend the time and resources doing. Some in
the mainstream of their legislative party will
find it attractive to take on these legislative
tasks – to monitor the situation and use selec-
tive incentives to encourage other legislators to
act on the party’s preferences – in return for the
rewards of holding leadership positions, and
particularly because the successful completion
of these tasks could increase their party’s chance
of becoming (or remaining) the majority.

Because they are in their party’s preference
mainstream and usually from safe districts,
these party leaders are not likely to suffer in
their own re-elections from acting on their
party colleagues’ preferences. So they internal-
ize the party’s collective interests; they struc-
ture the legislative process so as to keep
members of the majority from ‘cheating’ on
deals and unraveling the majority coalition.

Using statistical evidence, Cox and
McCubbins show that party leadership does
structure the legislative process. They demon-
strate that the legislative party finds a variety
of ways of controlling the legislative agenda in
the interests of its members. They show that
members are more likely to receive desirable
committee assignments if they demonstrate
more loyalty to the party leadership.25 More
generally, they confirm that members of
Congress behave so as to support the partisan
structures that can constrain their self-interested
activities. The result, they argue, is that the
legislative parties in the House, and especially
the majority party, have become ‘legislative
cartels’ in that they have taken the power to
make the rules that guide the movement of
legislation.

That leaves us with an interesting puzzle.
Two sets of researchers, each working within
the rationality tradition, have reached different
conclusions as to the strength of party in the
legislative process. How can these differences
be explained? David Rohde has developed and
John Aldrich has added to a theory they call
conditional party government. In brief, they con-
tend that the party’s members in Congress will
grant their leaders greater power under certain
conditions. In particular, the amount of power
the party leaders will hold, and thus the degree
to which the party is able to affect the voting
behavior of its members, depends on two
factors: the extent of internal agreement within
each legislative party (preference homogeneity)
and the distance between the two parties on
important issues (preference conflict).26

Rohde and Aldrich argue that these two
factors have electoral roots. As the parties out-
side of Congress – voters and activists – have
become more homogeneous internally and
more polarized relative to one another, they
have elected representatives who are closer to
the center of their party’s caucus than was the
case in earlier years. In particular, the shifting
partisanship of conservative Southerners, from
their traditional Democratic identification to
Republican affiliation, has ‘purified’ the ideo-
logical composition of the two parties in the
House; as a result, members of each House
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party caucus have become more inclined to
delegate power to their party leaders. Others
suggest that the members’ own beliefs are
probably central to this change as well. It could
be that the decisions of ambitious candidates
have played an independent role in reorienting
the party preferences of conservative Southerners
and other partisans.27

It is clearly true, as we will see, that House
members have voted with the majority of their
party colleagues to a much greater extent since
the 1980s than was the case when Mayhew
wrote Congress: The Electoral Connection. But
not everyone agrees that this demonstrates the
increasing power of the legislative parties as a
means of rationalizing decision-making. Keith
Krehbiel has argued that party power in
Congress is an illusion; instead, what we term
‘party’ is simply a surrogate for individual
preferences. When members’ preferences on
issues (as measured by interest group ratings,
which are based in turn on roll call votes) are
controlled, Krehbiel writes, the effects of party
and partisanship are rare. Rather, he argues,
members of Congress vote with fellow members
simply because they agree on the policy in
question. To Krehbiel, then, what Rohde regards
as the conditions for strong legislative parties
are nothing more than a change in Congress
members’ preferences, which Rohde has misla-
beled as ‘party’.28

Krehbiel’s argument is a major challenge to
the view that parties structure the legislative
process. But it has been critiqued from a
number of perspectives. One is his reliance on
a measure based on roll call voting; any such
empirical test does not rule out the possibility
that parties act at other points in the legislative
process, for example, in helping to shape the
drafting of bills, their markup in committee,
and their placement on the legislative calendar.
Another is the observation that the legislative
parties do have incentives to offer their
members in return for party support and that
recent changes in the organization of the con-
gressional parties have increased the ability
and the willingness of party leaders to use
these incentives to pressure their members.

The incentives available to House party
leaders were expanded by the Democratic
caucus beginning in the early 1970s.29 Reforms
that reduced the autonomy of committee chairs
increased the power of both the caucus and the
party’s legislative leadership. Then, after the
1994 Republican takeover of the House and
Senate, the Republican House party restricted
the committee chairs’ independence further,

term-limiting the chairs and freeing the party
leadership from seniority rules in selecting the
chairs. More recently, after the Republican
victories in 2002, which left the Republican
House delegation even more uniformly conserv-
ative than before, the party’s leaders in the House
gained greater power. The new reforms elimi-
nated the term limit adopted in 1995 for the
Speaker, weakened the seniority system again
so as to permit the House Republican leader-
ship to award subcommittee chairs on the
powerful Appropriations committee to their
loyal allies (and thus increase leadership con-
trol over bills dealing with federal spending),
and cracked down on Republican members
who opposed the leadership.30 In addition, the
Republican leadership restricted Democratic
participation on conference committees and
resolved more of the details of legislation at the
leadership level rather than in committee and
on the floor.31

The stated aim of the 2002 reforms was to help
the leadership push the Bush economic and
social agenda through the contentious House
and thus move the inevitable compromise with
the Senate more toward the House’s stance: in
other words, to create rules that would offer an
incentive for party legislators to accept the disci-
pline necessary to pass the president’s program.
A key House Republican pointed out: ‘By aban-
doning the seniority system, the leadership was
able to ensure that it had its team on the com-
mittees. It reinforced the idea that chairmen are
not autonomous. They owe their allegiance to
the leadership.’32 This certainly seems to suggest
that the legislative parties have provided
inducements to members to vote with their
party, which goes beyond a story of the simple
expression of shared policy goals.33

Several researchers also demonstrate that
the increased voting cohesion of the congres-
sional parties goes beyond what we would
expect from similarity of preferences alone.
Cox and Poole, for example, measure the dif-
ference between votes on policy and votes on
procedure. The latter, they argue, would be
more likely to elicit pressure from congres-
sional party leaders. In fact, they find that
members are more likely to vote with their
party on procedure, suggesting that the differ-
ence is caused by pressure from the leaders.34

Snyder and Groseclose write that when we
measure Congress members’ votes on what are
assumed to be ‘free votes’ – issues on which
one party is overwhelmingly likely to prevail,
and thus members are probably free to
vote their own and/or their constituency’s
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preference – and then take into account the
party’s stance, there is consistent evidence of
party influence affecting the individual legisla-
tor’s ‘true’ preference.35

Some ingenious quasi-experimental studies
provide further evidence that party makes
a difference independent of members’ prefer-
ences on issues. Wright and Schaffner, for
example, compare the organization and the coali-
tion formation in the non-partisan Nebraska
state legislature with that of the partisan
Kansas legislature ‘next door’. They find that
although candidates for the Nebraska legisla-
ture do identify as Democrats and Republicans
and show evidence of party polarization in
their views on issues, the roll call voting of the
elected representatives in Nebraska, where the
legislature is not organized by party, does not
show any clear pattern. Roll call voting in the
Kansas Senate, on the other hand, shows clear
partisan divisions. ‘Party’, they conclude,
‘lends order to conflict’,36 just as a rationality
approach would predict.

There is persuasive support, then, for the
idea that the American legislative parties devel-
oped not just as an expression of members’
shared preferences but also as means of stabi-
lizing and controlling the congressional agenda
and of regularizing and satisfying members’
institutional ambitions. Governing parties for-
mulate policies in order to further the interests –
policy, re-election, or other – of the individual
office-holders and office-seekers who comprise
them. These sets of positions on issues have the
effect of structuring conflict on policies, and
thus structuring the approach of a legislature to
its environment.

THE VALUE AND LIMITS OF
RATIONALITY APPROACHES

How much value do we gain from the use of
rationality approaches to study political par-
ties? The author of a recent article in the
American Political Science Review described
rational choice theory as ‘arguably the most
popular and fastest-growing theoretical orien-
tation in contemporary political science.’37 It
has substantially changed the way political sci-
entists study political parties, he wrote. In fact,
because rationality approaches could be con-
sidered a universal theory of political and
social behavior, these approaches can be the
means of helping social scientists integrate the
study of parties with that of other institutions.

Many would agree with this assessment. The
use of social choice analysis has been central to
the institutional approaches that have under-
gone a renaissance in political science.38 One of
the most valuable contributions of these
approaches is the reminder they provide that
democratic institutions are not self-generating.
The simple and powerful fact that the collec-
tive interest is not sufficient in itself as a moti-
vator for any one individual’s behavior,
without some specific benefit to the individual
making the decision, demands the effort of
political scientists to explain why democratic
rules develop, how they are maintained, and
what undermines them.

These approaches have generated a great
deal of criticism, however, some of it intense.
In one of the best-known critiques, Donald Green
and Ian Shapiro charge that rationality
approaches, including the social choice approach
to the study of political parties, practice ‘post
hoc theory development’: theorists, they argue,
first look at empirical evidence and then
design a model that fits it, rather than making
falsifiable predictions, testing them, and then
adapting the model.39 In a later defense of their
critique, they suggest that ‘Rather than ask
“What causes X?” [a rational choice model]
begins with the question “How might my pre-
ferred theoretical or methodological approach
account for X?”’40 If this is so, then the
approach might produce an interpretation of a
series of events, and perhaps a most interesting
interpretation, but not a prediction that can be
falsified. To prove useful, a theoretical approach
has to go beyond simply relabeling existing
findings or showing that results are consistent
with expectations that may, of course, have been
influenced by prior knowledge of the results.

Aldrich avoids this trap in his analysis of
parties; he posits that actors will seek solutions
to the collective and social choice challenges
that he spells out, but does not assume that
these solutions will necessarily take the form of
political parties. Not all rationality approaches
are as careful. In the effort to explain why
citizens vote, for instance, it has been generally
accepted that the main determinants are the
costs of voting and registration and the benefits
to the individual: the likelihood that his or her
vote will make a difference in the election out-
come and the extent to which the citizen
expects the election of one party to bring
greater benefits to him or her than the election
of the other party. The problem is that in many
if not most cases, even the relatively small costs
of voting are likely to overwhelm the benefits
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an individual can expect to derive from going
to the polls. Thus one empirical study suggests
that voters’ perception of a narrowing gap
between the policy stands of the major British
parties helps to explain the recent decline in
British voter turnout.41 In the same sense, most
people will not find much reason to try to
inform themselves about the issues and the
candidates. Why, then, does anybody vote? 

This problem can be handled. Some posit,
for example, that parties or candidates use
resources to mobilize voters in close races and
thus overcome the collective action problem
without having to claim that voters gain much
benefit from going to the polls.42 In many cases,
however, analysts have resorted instead to
putting a figurative thumb on the ‘benefits’
side of the scale by adding an unspecified
‘sense of citizen duty’ or support for democ-
racy, even in the absence of careful empirical
data about these costs and benefits.43 Others
simply posit that individuals can have a ‘taste
for participation’ in social acts and for improv-
ing the lot of other people because they have
group interests as well as individual goals.44 In
the worst cases, this can amount to saying that
people vote because they value voting, which
does not carry us very far toward an under-
standing of voting behavior.45

Another criticism raised by Green and
Shapiro is that the body of work using rational-
ity approaches in political science is empirically
challenged. There has been an emphasis on
developing theory and formal analysis but the
effort to engage in systematic empirical testing
has been given short shrift. This criticism, while
widespread, is not entirely fair. There are notable
examples of extensive empirical research in the
rational choice tradition, such as Elinor Ostrom’s
work on institutional development.46

Nevertheless, the use of formal analysis can
limit the approach’s ability to guide empirical
research. The benefits of formal analysis are
greatest when the model is elegant, when the
number of variables can be reduced to the bare
minimum and represented in mathematical
form. But elegance of presentation – a great
strength – is also a great weakness in that it
prevents us from exploring the complexity of
situations, which is, for many analysts, what
makes politics interesting. Some practitioners
suggest that this is not a reasonable criticism,
in that when we consider the various models
as pieces of one puzzle, then we might repre-
sent the complexity that is necessary to an
understanding of political life. But it is fair to
say that the practitioners have the burden of

pulling these models together if they are to
argue that the enterprise has value, rather than
putting the onus on the reader.

The primary question in evaluating these
approaches is whether the social choice frame-
work gives us greater purchase on such ques-
tions as why parties form and why they
delegate greater or lesser power to party leaders
than would an explanation that did not make
use of social choice tools. What are the alterna-
tives to rationality approaches? Many political
psychologists would contend that at least some
behaviors are expressive, in the sense that indi-
viduals choose these behaviors for their own
sake, rather than for the goals to which they
lead. Others would offer cultural explanations
for behavior: that people behave according to
social norms or attachments – because the
group indicates that the behavior is appropriate –
rather than because the individual calculates
that it will bring her closer to a particular goal.47

Dennis Chong writes: ‘In the political realm, it
also appears that social norms, principled com-
mitments, and expressive or symbolic benefits
are often needed to motivate participation in
collective action. Whether these so-called extra-
rational incentives stretch the rational choice
model or break it is the source of much contro-
versy in the field.’48

Still others have shown that outcomes are
not the only important motivating forces.
Psychologist Tom Tyler has demonstrated that
individuals are more concerned with the fair-
ness of a decision process, as they perceive it,
than with the benefit that it produces for them-
selves.49 Political scientists John Hibbing and
John Alford show that the value people place
on outcomes depends more on what they see
others as receiving than with the simple value
of the outcome to themselves. Individuals are
more inclined to value payoffs from decision-
makers who do not seem to be taking too big a
share for themselves and who seem reluctant
to hold the power to make the decisions, pre-
sumably indicating that they are not greedy for
more. Hibbing and Alford interpret their find-
ings as evidence for the existence, even the
prevalence, of non-maximizing behavior.50

Proponents of rationality approaches would
argue that many of these explanations can be
subsumed under rational choice – in the case of
expressive behaviors, for instance, by positing
that the expressiveness itself is a goal, for which
the particular behavior is chosen. But this must
be done with care. It is straightforward to inter-
pret material rewards for behavior. Classifying
‘civic duty’ and ‘affiliative needs’ as benefits
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can make it difficult to explain why anyone
would not vote or participate.

The vehemence of this debate, which can be
seen in mentions of the ‘pathologies’ of rational-
ity approaches, or, on the other side, references
to the ‘Luddite’ version of an interpretation,51

makes its resolution unlikely. As Michael Taylor
points out, the gulf between practitioners of
rationality approaches and others is wide
enough to include disputes ranging from phi-
losophy to methods.52 One survey found that a
plurality of members of the American Political
Science Association rejected the fundamental
rational choice assumption that ‘individuals are
rational utility-maximizers’, and only a third
agreed with it, but that 78 percent of public
choice scholars (largely economists) accepted
the assumption.53 And a number of political
scientists find the methodological tools of many
social choice studies (formal modeling in partic-
ular) impenetrable.

The debate has even developed partisan
overtones. Some scholars have claimed that the
public choice perspective reflects an individual-
ist philosophy with a normative slant toward
tax-cutting, privatizing,54 and, in a word, con-
servatism, or even Republicanism. In fact, a sur-
vey of public choice scholars showed that most
agreed with the statements that government
does more to create and protect monopoly
power than it does to prevent it (64 percent) and
that when transaction costs are low, the market
achieves the efficient allocation of resources
regardless of how property rights are assigned
(70 percent).55 But as Bernard Grofman observes,
whether or not many proponents of rational
choice analysis are themselves politically con-
servative, the form of analysis itself has no
necessary partisan or ideological slant.56

WHERE CAN WE GO FROM HERE?

It would be a fatal weakness to find that a body
of propositions that purports to be a general
theory does not have universal application.
But it is nevertheless plausible to suggest that a
particular theoretical approach does a better
job of explaining some aspects of politics than
others. In the case of social choice approaches,
their application to the behavior of political
activists and leaders would seem to be more
productive than their application to those who
are closer to the periphery of political life.

As Joseph Schlesinger suggests, rational-
ity approaches work best in well-defined

institutional settings where the benefits are
clear and observable and the costs are easy to
calculate.57 A legislature is one such setting.
The choices repeat more frequently in legisla-
tive voting and committee action than they do
in a voter’s occasional forays into the polling
place. That facilitates the calculation of costs
and benefits. More generally, people who are
involved in some active political role are likely
to be in choice situations that are salient to
them and characterized by fairly clear expecta-
tions and observable consequences. Activists,
candidates, and public officials probably hold
better-defined goals for their political activity
than do those who play less active political roles
as well as greater ability to determine whether or
not these goals have been met. As Fiorina writes,
‘rational choice models are most useful where
stakes are high and numbers low, in recognition
that it is not rational to go to the trouble to max-
imize if the consequences are trivial and/or your
actions make no difference’.58

If we were to array individuals along a con-
tinuum from higher-level political actors to
those who are relatively uninvolved with poli-
tics, then, the balance between instrumental and
purely expressive behaviors probably shifts
toward the instrumental the closer we come to
the higher-level political actors. The less engag-
ing the behavior, the more room there will be for
expressive behaviors, for symbolic concerns
rather than self-interest to prompt decisions.59

How else can we explain the importance of such
issues as gay marriage in guiding the behavior
of prospective voters, given that the level of self-
interest for most Americans is nil? (Candidates
and other political leaders, of course, can derive
individual benefits from persuading voters that
the issue affects them.)

We have seen that rationality approaches
have been fruitfully applied to elements of the
party in government and to Congress in par-
ticular. Applications to the study of party
organization could be just as useful. There has
been a resurgence of interest in party organi-
zation in the last two decades60 and in party
activists more recently.61 Joseph Schlesinger
has made several important contributions to
this enterprise. He notes, for instance, the
important implications of the fact that parties
compensate their participants indirectly rather
than directly, and that the party organization
maintains itself through market exchange,
offering candidates and policies in return
for votes with which to win office. Because
winning office is so vital to parties, those
who occupy the offices – the candidates and
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office-holders – inevitably hold positions of
strength within the party.62

Further work in this tradition could benefit
us even more. It might be especially fruitful to
draw on the insights generated by rational
choice analysis of interest groups, which bear
some interesting similarities to and differences
from parties. For instance, consider Mancur
Olson’s formulation of the ‘free rider’ problem
with regard to interest groups, and especially
large interest groups.63 Several analysts have
focused on the role of selective incentives –
individual benefits that they do not need to
share – in explaining why individuals do in
fact join large groups that are designed to
achieve a collective goal, and on the possibility
that some individuals overestimate their impact
on such a group to the point where they believe
that they are capable of making a difference in
the group’s outcome even if, objectively, they
ought to free-ride.64

Jack Walker has offered a different explana-
tion: that patrons and sponsors such as private
foundations helped to reduce the costs of col-
lective action for many organized interests.65

Does this happen in the case of parties? Surely
it does in some third parties, as in the case of
Ross Perot and the Reform Party. The Supreme
Court’s recent ruling on the McCain–Feingold
campaign finance reforms indicated that
patrons can continue to donate unlimited
amounts to newly-organizing parties.66 Major
parties have sponsors too, including the corpo-
rate patrons who underwrite their national
nominating conventions. Clearly, there are
important differences between parties and
organized interests. Yet the similarities are sig-
nificant enough to raise questions about
whether some of the insights into interest
groups as mechanisms of social choice could
be applied more fully to parties.

As the front-runner with high negatives, the
social choice approach to studying political par-
ties faces as big a challenge as do political can-
didates in the same position. If political
scientists are to gain greater understanding of
parties and their impact on politics and policy, it
would benefit us to take insights from wherever
we can get them. If the social choice proponents
accept that challenge, then, like Aldrich, they
need to lay aside their equations on occasion
and speak directly to those who see parties in
cultural, expressive, or other non-maximizing
terms. And scholars on all sides need to recog-
nize that a gentling of the rhetoric in continuing
this dialog can go a long way toward reducing
the high negatives and increasing our ability to
learn from one another.
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One classic function of political parties concerns
their gatekeeping role in nominating candi-
dates for office at all levels of government.
Political recruitment is not just a matter of
nominating elected representatives at local,
regional, national, and subnational levels, the
core focus of this chapter, but also of filling a
wide range of patronage appointments to public
office. This is exemplified by party nomina-
tions to the proliferation of non-governmental
organizations in Britain, the thousands of posi-
tions in various government branches and fed-
eral agencies allocated by the patronage of the
incoming American president, and the depth
of patron–client relations in Brazil. The process
of recruitment to elected and appointed office
is widely regarded as one of the most impor-
tant residual functions for parties, with poten-
tial consequences for the degree of intra-party
conflict, the composition of parliaments and
governments, and the accountability of elected
members.1

The opening section considers ‘Who is eligi-
ble?’ by outlining an analytical model of candi-
date selection, identifying the key steps in this
process, and considering the ‘certification’
stage of recruitment. The second section con-
siders ‘Who nominates?’ The core issue sur-
rounds identifying the location and scope of
decision-making by different party agencies
and organizational bodies, and whether many
established democracies have gradually decen-
tralized the nomination process by shifting
power from a small group of local party activists
toward the grassroots membership. The third
section examines ‘Who is nominated?’, in par-
ticular, whether parties have adapted in recent

decades to pressures to diversify the candidacy
pool and the composition of parliamentary
elites, through the use of positive action strate-
gies designed to include more women and
ethnic minorities, and whether these strategies
have succeeded. The final section considers the
consequences of recruitment, particularly how
party nomination processes interact with the
electoral system in generating the chain of
democratic accountability linking citizens and
elected representatives.

WHO IS ELIGIBLE?

The schematic model illustrated in Figure 9.1
identifies the main factors influencing the can-
didate recruitment process. This model sug-
gests that three successive stages operate in
this process: certification, involving electoral
law, party rules, and informal social norms
defining the criteria for eligible candidacy;
nomination, involving the supply of eligibles
seeking office and the demand from selectors
when deciding who is nominated; and election,
the final step determining which nominees win
legislative office. Each of these stages can be
seen as a progressive game of ‘musical chairs’:
many are eligible, few are nominated, and
even fewer succeed.

The certification process, defining who is
eligible to pursue candidacies for elected office, is
shaped by a number of factors. The most com-
prehensive and detailed analysis of the formal
legal requirements for candidacy has been car-
ried out based on constitutional documents and
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Figure 9.1 Model of the candidate selection process

1
0
-
K
a
t
z
-
3
3
3
6
-
C
h
-
0
9
.
q
x
d
 
 
1
1
/
2
2
/
2
0
0
5
 
 
8
:
1
7
 
P
M
 
 
P
a
g
e
 
9
0



electoral laws in 63 democracies by Massicotte,
Blais and Yoshinaka.2 Some legal restrictions on
eligibility prove fairly universal and uncontro-
versial, such as age and citizenship require-
ments, while others are more exceptional, such
as educational or literacy qualification. The
main legal regulations include those relating to
age, citizenship, residence, incompatibilities,
monetary deposits, and the need to gather sup-
porting signatures.

The minimum age for candidates is some-
times the same as that established to qualify
for the voting franchise, but slightly higher age
requirements are also used for legislative
bodies, on the basis that a certain level of matu-
rity and experience is desirable for public lead-
ers. All the countries under comparison
demanded citizenship for presidential elec-
tions and almost all followed similar require-
ments for legislative office. The more
restrictive systems require citizenship by birth,
for example in Brazil and the Philippines,
although others allow naturalized citizens also
to run for office. The majority of democracies
do not impose any local district residency
requirements for nomination, so that candi-
dates can fight any seat, on the grounds that it
is desirable that elected members should rep-
resent national as well as local interests. But
nine countries, including Chile, Panama, and
Taiwan, impose some conditions of residency
in the electoral district, to prevent ‘carpet-bag-
gers’ with weak constituency ties or knowl-
edge of the local area. The main category of
incompatibility concerns holding public office,
such as civil servants, judges, and holders of
elected office at other local or regional levels,
since these are thought to create a conflict of
interest. There are also legal restrictions associ-
ated with holding a criminal record, convicted
felons, and bankrupts. But many democracies
also require a financial deposit designed to
screen out frivolous candidacies, with most
refundable depending upon winning a mini-
mum share of the vote. Another less common
screening device includes requiring a certain
number of signatures to be collected. In short,
all countries impose some minimal legal
restrictions on who is qualified to run for leg-
islative office but most are not very stringent,
and the majority of citizens would qualify
according to these conditions.

In addition to the legal requirements, other
certification requirements are set by parties
through their internal rules, constitutions, and
by-laws. Most commonly these stipulate that
party membership is required for a specified
period prior to candidacy, to ensure party

loyalty and familiarity with party policies.
Some are more restrictive. For example, in ear-
lier decades eligible nominees had to meet a
range of criteria in the Belgian Socialist party:
‘(1) have been a member at least five years
prior to the primary; (2) have made annual
minimum purchases from the Socialist co-op;
(3) have been a regular subscriber to the
party’s newspaper; (4) have sent his children to
state rather than Catholic schools; and (5) have
his wife and children enrolled in the appropri-
ate women’s and youth organizations’.3 The
certification process is also influenced more
generally by the informal social norms and cul-
tural values in each country shaping percep-
tions of appropriate nominees, such as what
sort of experience and background is most
suitable for legislative careers. For example,
people are more likely to consider running for
parliament if they have professional legal
training, experience of policy-oriented think-
tanks, or careers in journalism and local gov-
ernment, all occupational channels providing
skills and experiences valuable for higher
office, reflecting the current typical composi-
tion of legislative elites. Although informal eli-
gibility perceptions are most difficult to
establish with any systematic evidence, they
probably shape who comes forward, and who
is deterred, from pursuit of a legislative career.

Independent candidates who meet the certi-
fication requirements are entitled to stand for
elected office without any party backing.
Independents can succeed in countries with
exceptionally weak party organizations and
with some single-member districts; for example,
non-partisans have formed at times about one-
quarter of the Ukrainian parliament and one-
sixth of the Russian Duma. In a few countries
such as Uganda party labels are legally banned
and members are either elected from single-
member districts or from special interest groups
such as trade unions, the army, and young
people. But in most democracies independents
usually have a minimal realistic chance of
electoral success at national level without
the official endorsement, financial assistance,
and organizational resources that parties pro-
vide. The US House of Representatives, for
example, currently contains only one indepen-
dent (Bernie Sanders, Vermont). As discussed
below, political parties play the central role in
nominating legislative candidates and they
also shape the recruitment ‘supply’ of potential
candidates by providing social networks,
training, civic skills, and organizational experi-
ences that are valuable in the pursuit of elected
office.
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Once nominated, as discussed in the
conclusion, the role of the electoral system
becomes critical in determining the final stage
of entry into parliament. The electoral success of
candidates is also shaped by non-partisan gate-
keepers, including the type of coverage, pub-
licity and endorsement provided by the news
media, the financial backing of any donor orga-
nizations, and campaign support such as volun-
teers and office facilities provided by affiliated
trade union, business, professional and commu-
nity groups. These forms of support are partic-
ularly important in contexts where parties
provide weak organizational structures and
minimal institutional resources, exemplified by
primary elections in the United States.

WHO NOMINATES?

Despite the acknowledged importance of the
candidate nomination process, and although
there are many descriptive case studies of the
candidate recruitment process within specific
parties, and some documentation of the formal
party rules, relatively little is known about the
structure and dynamics of the process in prac-
tice, or how and why this varies among parties
and countries.4 For those interested primarily
in the internal life of parties as organizations,
the nomination process is regarded as the
dependent variable which serves as a prism for
understanding the distribution of intra-party
power among different organs and factions.5
In Schattschneider’s words: ‘The nominating
process has become the crucial process of the
party. He who can make the nominations is the
owner of the party.’6 In a few countries certain
aspects of the nomination process are governed
by law; for example, in Germany and Finland
there are broad requirements for parties to adopt
democratic processes in candidate selection. In
most, however, parties are entitled to decide
their own processes and internal regulations.
The key question is ‘who decides?’ The key
dimensions of internal party democracy here
are: (i) the degree of centralization, namely how
far nominations are either determined mainly
by the national party leadership or devolved
downward to regional, district or local bodies;
(ii) the breadth of participation, a related but
distinct matter concerning whether just a few
selectors pick candidates or whether many
people are involved in this process; and (iii) the
scope of decision-making, concerning whether
there is a choice of one, a few, or multiple con-
tenders vying for nomination.

In centralized organizations, exemplified by
the Liberal Democratic Party in Japan, PASOK
in Greece, or the Christian Democrats in the
Netherlands, party leaders have considerable
powers of patronage, enabling them to place
‘their’ chosen candidates into electorally favor-
able districts, seats, ridings, or constituencies,
or in high-ranked positions on party lists. Most
European parties, however, have greater inter-
nal democracy, so that although national
leaders can sometimes exercise a veto, the
key decisions determining who is nominated
are made by officials, delegates, and activists
at regional or local levels. In the most decen-
tralized processes, nomination decisions in
each local area rest in the hands of all grass-
roots party members who cast votes in closed
primaries, or even the mass public in open
primaries.

The locus of decision-making has been studied
most commonly by classifying the legal regula-
tions, party constitutions; and formal party
rules which govern selection; for example,
studies have developed typologies based on
the Western European data set collected by
Katz and Mair.7 Based on this source, a recent
comparison of nomination rules in Western
Europe by Lars Bille classified the final level of
decision-making regarding candidate selection
into six categories ranging from the most
centralized (national organs control completely)
to the most localized (using ballots among all
party members). As shown in Table 9.1, the
most common process (in eight out of ten
European parties) is one where subnational
party organs either decide subject to leader-
ship approval, or else they control the process
completely.

Much of the debate in the literature has
sought to determine whether parties have been
actively democratizing the selection process,
transferring decisions downwards from local
office-holders and local activists to ordinary
grassroots party members, and, if so, what
consequences this process might have for the
balance of power within the party. Table 9.1
compares the level of decision-making in the
nomination process according to the formal
rules in 1960 and 1989.8 Bille concluded on
this basis that most parties had experienced
little change in the levels of decision-making
in the candidate selection process during this
era. Nevertheless some democratization had
occurred involving a modest shift from decision-
making by local officials and activists within
subnational bodies down towards the engage-
ment of all party members through the use of
individual membership ballots, often by post.
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Other studies also report that political parties
have democratized their candidate selection
processes during the post-war period, thereby
widening participation among the selectorate.9
During recent decades these changes are evi-
dent in the British Labour party, the ÖVP and
SPÖ in Austria, the CDU and SPD in Germany,
and by Fine Gael in Ireland. The main reason
for this trend, commentators suggest, is an
attempt to attract new members, or at least to
staunch membership losses, by offering engage-
ment in the candidate nomination process as a
selective benefit. Nevertheless Scarrow, Webb
and Farrell point out that despite these pat-
terns, there have not been parallel moves to
weaken or even eliminate the vetoes over this
process held by central party elites, ensuring
that the leadership retains the ability to exclude
unwanted nominees.10 Why should the location
of nomination decision-making vary from one
party to another? Krister Lundell sought to
explain the degree of centralization of nomi-
nation decision-making in parties in 21 estab-
lished democracies.11 The study concluded that
the nomination process was usually more decen-
tralized in smaller parties (defined by their share
of the vote), in far right and far left parties,
and among parties within the Nordic region
compared with Mediterranean Europe. Many
other common assumptions about the primary
drivers in this process did not prove impor-
tant, however, including the territorial organi-
zation of parties, their age and the mean district
magnitude.

Yet the attempt to determine the ‘main’ loca-
tion of decision-making in the nomination
process typically encounters a number of limita-
tions, so we need to be cautious about these
conclusions. As with any study of written con-
stitutions, there are often significant differences

between the de jure and de facto decision-making
bodies, especially in poorly institutionalized
parties where democratic rulebooks and proce-
dures exist on paper but are widely flouted in
practice. The nomination process often involves
a complex sequence of steps from the initial
decision to consider running for office through
a winnowing process with veto points that
operates at multiple national, regional, local, or
factional levels until the formal nomination or
adoption meeting. In the British Conservative
party, for example, there are a series of at least
eight distinct stages from the submission of
the formal application form to Central Office,
an interview with party officials, a ‘weekend’
selection board, entry into the national list
of approved candidates, application to particu-
lar constituencies, the short-listing and inter-
view process by local constituency parties, and
the final nomination meeting among party
members. Some steps may prove to be mere
rubber-stamp formalities. Others may involve
competition among hundreds of applicants,
uncertain outcomes, and heated internal battles,
especially for ‘safe’ party seats where the incum-
bent is retiring.12 Classifications of the degree
of centralization or participation which attempt
to reduce all this complicated multi-stage
process with multiple actors into a single ‘final
decision’ or ‘cut-off’ point may prove arbitrary
and unreliable.13

Moreover, just like the studies of community
power in the 1960s, any focus on ‘who nomi-
nates’ inevitably neglects the prior question
of what Bacharatz and Baratz termed ‘non-
decisions’, for example if certain groups such
as ethnic minorities are discouraged by the
formal or informal rules of the game and never
even come forward to pursue elected office.14

The focus on ‘who nominates’ also neglects the
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Table 9.1 The degree of centralization of the nomination process
1960 1989

No. % No. %
National leadership controls completely 2 4 3 4
National leadership nominates from list provided by subnational organs 5 9 10 14
Subnational organs nominate from list provided by national leadership 3 5 1 1
Subnational organs nominate subject to approval by national leadership 22 39 23 32
Subnational organs control completely 25 44 34 48
Ballot applied to all party members 9 16 16 23

Total 57 100% 71 100%

Note: The ‘final’ level of decision-making in party nomination processes for candidacies for the lower house of
the national legislature in 11 Western European countries.

Source: summarized from Table 1 in Lars Bille (2001) ‘Democratizing a democratic procedure: Myth or reality?
Candidate selection in Western European parties, 1960–1990; Party Politics, 7: 363–80.
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logically prior question ‘what choices are
available?’. Even with the same formal rules,
some contexts present selectors with a wide
range of choices among multiple contenders
facing selectors, while in others, such as where
an incumbent is automatically returned, there is
none. For example, if we compare the way the
presidential primary process worked in the
United States during the 2004 contest, Democrats
involved in the Iowa caucus and the subsequent
New Hampshire primary in mid-to-late January
faced a broad range of contenders, and caucus
and primary participants played a decisive
role in winnowing this field down. Once the
Democratic race had been decided in favor of
John Kerry in mid-March, however, subsequent
primaries were merely a ritual endorsement of
the outcome. In the Republican camp, President
Bush faced no challengers so there was no con-
test. Therefore although grassroots Democrats
and Republicans had the formal power to
become engaged in the search for their presi-
dential nominee through state caucuses and
primary elections, in practice the real power of
participants was determined by the electoral
timetable. In the broader context, the range
of choices facing selectors varies substantially
in legislative seats where there is already an
unchallenged incumbent, one or two rivals, or
a multiple set of contenders. Any analysis of
decision-making processes according to the
formal rules ideally needs to be supplemented
by a labor-intensive program mixing participant
observation, qualitative interviews, and/or
survey-based studies of the informal social
norms among eligible candidates and party
selectors that determine the outcome of this
process. Detailed multi-method case studies
remain relatively uncommon and, moreover, it
becomes difficult to generalize across parties
within and between nations on this basis15.

We can conclude that the evidence suggests
that a slight democratization of the nomination
process has occurred within European parties,
with the circle of decision-making widened
slightly from local activists and office-holders
downward to grassroots party members using
ballots. Nevertheless, although the potential
number of participants has increased slightly,
at the same time the choice of nominees has
been more greatly constrained by the adoption
of rules designed to generate more inclusive
legislatures. The most important of these con-
cerns positive action strategies for women which
have been implemented through reserved seats,
statutory gender quotas and voluntary gender
quotas. How do these affect both the process and
the outcome?

WHO IS NOMINATED?

Rather than focusing upon the internal life of
parties, other scholars of legislative elites,
gender and racial politics are often more inter-
ested primarily in understanding the outcome
of the nomination process. In this perspective,
these processes are regarded as the indepen-
dent variable which, in turn, can throw light
upon who enters legislative elites and what
consequences this has for the broader political
system. The nomination process is the central
mechanism for electing delegates to parliament
and for holding them accountable. This perspec-
tive emphasizes that the type of candidate nom-
inated by parties has the capacity to influence
the quality of the members of the legislature,
and ultimately the composition of government
as well. For example, it is likely to have conse-
quences for the legislative, policy-making, and
scrutiny capacity of parliaments if parties
decide to select professional lawyers or local
constituency activists, minor celebrities or
ambitious political entrepreneurs, seasoned
party officials or inexperienced opportunists.
The sociological study of political elites has
long been concerned to document the composi-
tion of parliaments, the gradual transformation
of legislative elites in terms of their occupa-
tional class, age, education, gender, and ethnic
background, and the consequences for repre-
sentative democracy that flow from these pat-
terns16. Building upon this older tradition, in
recent decades an extensive body of literature
has sought to understand the barriers facing
women and ethnic minority candidates, and
which structural reforms prove most effective
in widening opportunities for underrepre-
sented groups.

During the last decade many policy initia-
tives have attempted to increase the number of
women in elected and appointed office. As
shown in Figure 9.2, the most common strate-
gies fall into three main categories.

The issue of the basic electoral system has
moved up the agenda in many established
democracies, as exemplified by major electoral
reforms introduced during the last decade
in New Zealand, Italy, and Britain. The estab-
lishment of the basic electoral system is also
obviously a critical issue that needs to be deter-
mined in transitional and consolidating democ-
racies, such as Afghanistan and Iraq. This issue
affects the nomination process since it is now
widely understood that more women usually
are elected under proportional than majori-
tarian electoral systems. This thesis has been
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confirmed in a series of studies since the
mid-1980s, based on research comparing both
established democracies and also a broader
range of developing societies worldwide17.
Within proportional electoral systems, district
magnitude has commonly been regarded as
a particularly important factor, with more
women usually elected from large multimem-
ber constituencies. A worldwide comparison
of the proportion of women in parliament
confirms how women are far more successful
under proportional representation (PR) list
systems. As a simple rule, women proved
almost twice as likely to be elected under pro-
portional than under majoritarian electoral
systems18. Accordingly where women are
mobilized around the debates about electoral
reform they have often fought to achieve PR
systems.

Equal opportunity policies are designed to pro-
vide a level playing field so that women can
pursue political careers on the same basis as
men. Common examples include programs of
financial aid to assist with electoral expenses,
candidate training in the skills of communica-
tion, public speaking, networking, campaign-
ing, and news management, and the provision
of crèches and childcare facilities within leg-
islative assemblies. Equal opportunity strate-
gies can be gender-neutral in design, for
example opportunities for training can be
offered to both female and male parliamentary
candidates, and childcare can be used by both
parents, although their effects may be benefi-
cial primarily to women. Equal opportunity
policies are valuable in the long term, espe-
cially when used in conjunction with other
strategies, but, by themselves, they often prove
to have little impact in boosting women’s
representation.

Positive action strategies, by contrast, are
explicitly designed to benefit women as a tem-
porary stage until such time as gender parity is
achieved in legislative and elected bodies.
Positive action includes three main strategies:

• the use of reserved seats for women estab-
lished in electoral law; 

• statutory gender quotas controlling the com-
position of candidate lists for all parties in
each country;

• voluntary gender quotas used in the regula-
tions and rules governing the candidate
selection procedures within particular
parties.

Positive action has become increasingly popu-
lar in recent decades, as one of the most effec-
tive policy options for achieving short-term

change, although the use of these policies
remains a matter of controversy within and
outside of the women’s movement.

By electoral law, some countries have stipu-
lated a certain number of reserved seats that
are only open to women or ethnic minority
candidates. This policy has been adopted to
boost women’s representation under majori-
tarian electoral systems in developing nations
in Africa and South Asia, particularly those
with a Muslim culture (see Table 9.2). Reserved
seats have been used for the lower house
in Morocco (elected from a national list of
30 women members out of 325 representa-
tives), Bangladesh (30/300), Pakistan (60/357),
Botswana (2 women appointed by the presi-
dent out of 44 members), Taiwan (elected),
Lesotho (3 women appointed out of 80 seats),
and Tanzania (37 women out of 274 members,
distributed according to parties’ share of seats
in the House of Representatives)19. This mech-
anism guarantees a minimum number of
women in elected office, although some have
argued that it may be a way to appease, and
ultimately sideline, women. Being elected does
not necessarily mean that women are given
substantive decision-making power, especially
given the weakness of many of these legisla-
tive bodies. An important distinction needs to
be drawn between those filled by direct elec-
tion and those filled by appointment. Where
women have an electoral base they can be
more independent of the party leadership and
they gain legitimacy derived from the democ-
ratic process. In India, for example, reserved
seats have also been used at local level with
considerable success. One-third of the seats on
local municipal elections are reserved for
directly elected women, empowering thousands
of women20. By contrast, where appointed
by the president or another body, if lacking
an independent electoral or organizational
base, women may be marginalized from any
real decision-making responsibility, and their
appointment can reinforce control of parlia-
ment by the majority party. In Uganda, for
example, 53 parliamentary seats out of 292 are
reserved for women (18%), who are indirectly
elected, along with seats set aside for represen-
tatives drawn from groups such as the army,
youth, the disabled, and trade unions, despite
a ban on opposition parties standing for elec-
tion.21 Reserved seats based on regional, lin-
guistic, ethnic, or religious ethnopolitical
cleavages have also been used, for example for
the Maoris in New Zealand, although their
effects depend upon the size and spatial con-
centration of minority populations.
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Legal gender quotas

Positive action strategies also include gender
quotas applied by law to all political parties,
specifying that women must constitute a mini-
mal proportion of parliamentary candidates or
elected representatives within each party.
Quotas represent an instrument that intro-
duces specific formal selection criteria, in the
form of minimal or maximal thresholds for a
given group, into selections procedures, whether
for elected or appointed office in the public
sphere or for personnel recruitment in the
private sector, such as for trade union office.
There is an important distinction drawn
between statutory gender quotas introduced by
law, and thereby applying to all parties within
a country, and voluntary gender quotas imple-
mented by internal regulations and rule books
within each party. Quotas can be specified for
women and men, or for other relevant selec-
tion criteria, such as ethnicity, language, social

sector, or religion. Statutory gender quota laws
have been applied to elections in Belgium,
France, and Italy, to many nations in Latin
America (see Table 9.3), as well as to appoint-
ments to public bodies and consultative com-
mittees in many countries such as Finland and
Norway.22

As shown by the last column in Table 9.3, in
some countries and in some elections, legal
gender quotas appear to have worked far more
effectively than in other cases. Hence the sub-
stantial rise in women in parliament found in
Argentina, the modest growth in Peru and
Belgium, but minimal progress evident in
France, Mexico, or Brazil. Why is this? The
effective implementation of legal gender quotas
depends upon multiple factors, including most
importantly how the statutory mechanisms are
put into practice, the level of the gender quota
specified by law, whether the rules for party
lists regulate the rank order of female and male
candidates, whether party lists are open or
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Table 9.2 Reserved seats for women used by the lower house of parliament worldwide
Total number of Number of % of seats

Selection MPs in the seats reserved reserved for
Election method lower house for women women

AAppppooiinntteedd  bbyy  aannootthheerr  bbooddyy

Tanzania 2000 Appointed 295 48 16.2
Zimbabwe 2000 Appointed 274 37 13.5
Botswana 1999 Appointed 44 2 4.5
Jordan 2003 Appointed 120 6 5.5
Lesotho 1998 Appointed 80 3 3.8
Bangladesh 2001 Appointed 300 30 10.0
Uganda 2001 Appointed 292 56 19.1

DDiirreecctt  eelleeccttiioonn

Pakistan 2002 FPTPa 357 60 16.8
Sudan 2000 FPTPa 360 35 9.7
Morocco 2002 FPTPa 325 30 9.2
Taiwan 1996 Combined- 334 Varies Varies

independent 
(SNTV and 
closed PR list)b

Djibouti 2003 Party Blockc 65 7 10.7

Notes: Reserved seats in the lower house of the national parliament are defined as those seats that by law
can only be filled by women, either by appointment, indirect election, or direct election.
aFPTP First-past-the-post (with single-member districts and plurality election).
bThe combined-independent electoral system uses both single non-transferable vote and PR party list in
parallel. This policy is currently being considered for elections in Afghanistan and Iraq.
cThe party block electoral system uses plurality elections in multimember districts.

Sources: The Electoral Institute of Southern Africa (www.eisa.org.za); Elections around the World
(www.electionworld.org); International IDEA (www.IDEA.int); Pippa Norris (2004) Electoral Engineering
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press).
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Table 9.3 Statutory gender quotas in use worldwide 
Date Gender Legislative Electoral List open or % Women MPs % Women MPs 

Country of law quota % Body system closed before law (i) after law (ii) Change(i)–(ii)
Argentina 1991 30 Lower house Proportional Closed 6 27 +21
Armenia 1999 5 Lower house Combined Closed 3.1
Belgium 1994 33 Lower house Proportional Open 18 23 +5
Bolivia 1997 30 Lower house Combined Closed 11 12 +1
Bolivia 1997 30 Senate Combined Closed 4 4 0
Bosnia & Herzegovina 2001 33 Lower house Proportional Open 14.3
Brazil 1997 30 Lower house Proportional Open 7 6 −1
Costa Rica 1997 40 Unicameral Proportional Closed 14 19 +5
Dominican Republic 1997 25 Lower house Proportional Closed 12 16 +4
Ecuador 1997 20 Unicameral Combined Open 4 15 +11
France 1999 50 Lower house Majoritarian – 11 12 +1
Indonesia 2003 30 Lower house Proportional Open 9 N/A N/A
Korea, North – 20 Lower house Majoritarian – 20.1
Macedonia 2001 30 Lower house Combined Closed 17.5
Mexico 1996 30 Senate Combined Closed 15 16 +1
Mexico 1996 30 Lower house Combined Closed 17 16 −1
Nepal 1990 5 Lower house Majoritarian – 5.9
Panama 1997 30 Unicameral Combined Closed 8 10 +2
Paraguay 1996 20 Senate Proportional Closed 11 18 +7
Paraguay 1996 20 Lower house Proportional Closed 3 3 0
Peru 1997 30 Unicameral Proportional Open 11 18 +7
Philippines 1995 20 Lower house Combined Closed 17.8
Serbia 2002 30 Lower house Proportional Open 7.5 N/A N/A
Venezuela 1998 30 Lower house Combined Closed 6 13 +7
Venezuela 1998 30 Senate Combined Closed 8 9 +2

Average 30 10 14 +4

Note: Legal gender quotas for the lower house of national parliaments are defined as laws which specify that each party must include a minimum proportion of
women on party lists of candidates. Change is estimated based on the percentage of women MPs in the parliamentary election held immediately before and after
implementation of the gender quota law.

Sources: Mala Htun (2001) ‘Electoral rules, parties, and the election of women in Latin America,’ paper for the Annual Meeting of the American Political Science
Association, San Francisco; Mala Htun and Mark Jones (2002) ‘Engendering the Right to Participate in Decision-making: Electoral quotas and women’s leadership
in Latin America’, in Nikki Craske and Maxine Molyneux (eds), Gender and the Politics of Rights and Democracy in Latin America (London: Palgrave); International
IDEA, Global Database of Quotas for Women (www.idea.int).
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closed, and also the penalties associated with
any failure to comply with the law. Positive
action policies alter the balance of incentives
for the party selectorate. Where these laws are
implemented, then selectors need to weigh the
potential penalties and benefits if they do or do
not comply. Selectors may still prefer the default
option of nominating a male candidate under
certain circumstances, for example if the laws
are designed as symbolic window-dressing
more than as de facto regulations; if the regula-
tion specifies that a certain proportion of
women have to be selected for party lists but
fails to specify their rank order so that female
candidates cluster in unwinnable positions at
the bottom of the list; or if the sanctions for
non-compliance are weak or non-existent. As
in many attempts to alter the incentive struc-
ture, the devil lies in the details, so apparently
similar legislative policies turn out to have dif-
ferent consequences in different nations.

In Belgium the Electoral Act of 24 May 1994
specified that no more than two-thirds of the
candidates on any party electoral list may be of
the same sex. The minimum representation
requirement is thus exactly the same for men
and women. It applies to the Chamber of
Representatives and the Senate, and also to
regional, community, provincial and municipal
councils, as well as elections to the European
Parliament. If this requirement is not respected,
the list candidacies that would otherwise have
been held by women have to be left blank or
the whole list is declared invalid.23 The Act was
first fully enforced in the 1999 European elec-
tions that saw the proportion of Belgian women
MEPs rise from 18.5% to 23.3%. However, the
power of incumbency means that it will take
many successive elections under the new rules
before women become a third or more of
Belgian parliamentarians.

In 1999 France passed the parity law, a consti-
tutional amendment requiring parties to include
50% representation of women in their party lists
for election, with financial penalties attached
for failure to do so. The gender parity law
passed in June 2000 specified that for elections
to the National Assembly between 48% and
52% of all candidates presented nation-wide
by any given political party must be women. If
this percentage is higher or lower, the state will
cut its financial contribution. The results of the
first elections held in March 2001 under the
new rules indicate a substantial impact at
municipal level, almost doubling the number of
women in local office from 25% to 47%.
Nevertheless in the first elections to the French
National Assembly held under the parity rules,

in June 2002, the proportion of elected women
rose by only 1.4 percentage points, from 10.9%
to 12.3%. Only eight more women entered the
Assembly, dashing the hopes of the reformers.
The main reasons were that the parity law failed
to specify the selection of women for particular
types of single-member seats, so that women
nominees could be concentrated in unwinnable
constituencies. Moreover, the major parties
decided to favor incumbents and largely ignored
the financial penalty of reduced party funding
associated with imbalanced party lists.24 The
sanction is a reduction in the public funding
received for each party’s campaign on a sliding
scale of 5% for a gender difference of 10%
on party lists of candidates, 30% for a difference
of 60%, and a maximum 50% for a difference
of 100%. Hence an all-male list would still
get half the public funding. Despite the parity
law, the proportion of women in the Chamber
of Deputies means that France is ranked 61st
worldwide after reform, compared with 59th
before parity was introduced.

Another parallel European case concerns
Italy, where a quota system was introduced in
1993 into the legislation governing municipal,
provincial, and national elections25. These laws
asserted that a minimum of 30% of both sexes
had to be present in electoral lists. In 1995, how-
ever, the Italian Constitutional Tribunal repealed
these regulations, considering that they were
contrary to the principle of equality. Some par-
ties have introduced voluntary gender quotas
into their party rules, set at 50% for Verdi, 40%
for DS, 40% for the PRC, and 20% for the PPI.
Yet in the 2001 election women accounted for
only 9.8% of the Italian Chamber of Deputies,
ranking Italy 77th worldwide. In Armenia, the
1999 Electoral Code states that the voting lists
of the parties involved in the proportional par-
liamentary electoral system should contain not
less than 5% female candidates, but the low
level and poor implementation meant that
women in the June 1999 elections were only
3.1% of the national parliament.

During the early 1990s, with the expansion
of democracy, the popularity of statutory
gender quotas spread rapidly in Latin America.
The first and most effective law (the Ley de
Cupos) was passed in Argentina in 1991, intro-
ducing an obligatory quota system for all par-
ties contesting national elections to the Chamber
of Deputies – ‘lists must have, as a minimum,
30% of women candidates and in proportions with
possibilities of being elected. Any list not complying
with these requisites shall not be approved’. Most
importantly, the law stipulates that women
must be ranked throughout party lists, not
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consigned to the end where they face no realistic
chance of election. Party lists failing to comply
with the law are rejected. If a rejected list is not
corrected so as to bring it into compliance with
the law, the party in question cannot compete
in that district’s congressional election. The
provincial branches of the political parties
create the closed party lists from which the
Argentine deputies are elected, although at
times the national party intervenes to impose a
list. Following the implementation of the law,
in the 1993 Chamber election, 21.3% (27 of 127)
of the deputies elected were women, compared
to only 4.6% (6 of 130) in the election of 1991. A
decade after passage, the proportion of women
in the Chamber of Deputies had risen to 30.7%
(79 out of 257), ranking Argentina ninth from
the top worldwide in the representation of
women. In total 11, Latin American countries
have now adopted national laws establishing a
minimum percentage for women’s participa-
tion as candidates in national elections and a
twelfth – Colombia – had approved a quota of
30% for women in senior positions in the exec-
utive branch26. Although their impact has been
varied, in these countries a comparison of the
elections held immediately before and after
passage of these laws suggests that legislative
quotas generated on average an eight percent-
age point gain in women’s election to congress.
Variation in the effectiveness of the quotas can
be explained by whether the PR list is open or
closed (with the latter most effective), the exis-
tence of placement mandates (requiring parties
to rank women candidates in high positions on
closed party lists), district magnitude (the
higher the number of candidates in a district,
the more likely quotas are to work), and good-
faith party compliance.

Statutory gender quotas have also been
applied to local, municipal, and regional con-
tests. In South Africa the Municipal Structures
Act states that political parties must seek to
ensure that women comprise 50% of lists sub-
mitted for election at the local level. Following
the municipal elections in 2000, 28.2% of local
councilors were women. In the Namibian local
authority elections in 1992 and 1998, the law
required political parties to include at least
30% women on their party candidate lists.

The comparison of legal gender quotas sug-
gests grounds for caution for those who hope
that these strategies will automatically pro-
duce an immediate short-term rise in women
legislators. The French case, in particular, illus-
trates the way the detailed aspects of how such
quotas are implemented, and the sanctions for

non-compliance, can generate very different
results even for municipal and national elec-
tions within the same country. The variations
in the results across Latin America confirm
these observations.

Voluntary gender quotas
in party rules

Most commonly, however, voluntary gender
quotas have been introduced within specific
parties, particularly those of the left, rather
than being implemented by electoral law27.
Rules, constitutions, and internal regulations
determined within each party are distinct from
electoral statutes enforceable by the courts.
Parties in Scandinavia, Western Europe, and
Latin America often have used voluntary gen-
der quotas, and Communist parties in Central
and Eastern Europe employed them in the
past. It is difficult to provide systematic and
comprehensive analysis of party rules world-
wide, but in spring 2003 International IDEA’s
Global Database of Quotas for Women estimated
that 181 parties in 58 countries used gender
quotas for electoral candidates for national
parliaments28. The effects of these measures
can be analyzed by focusing on their use within
the European Union, since this allows us to
compare a range of representative democracies
at similar levels of socioeconomic develop-
ment. Table 9.4 compares the use of gender
quotas for the candidate selection process in
national elections in the 15 EU member states.
By 2000, among 76 relevant European parties
(with at least ten members in the lower house),
almost half (35 parties) used gender quotas,
and two dozen of these had achieved levels of
female representation in the lower house of
parliament over 24%29. Among the European
parties using gender quotas, on average one-
third (33%) of their elected representatives
were women. By contrast, in the European par-
ties without gender quotas, only 18% of their
members of parliament were women. Of
course it might be misleading to assume any
simple ‘cause’ and ‘effect’ at work here, since
parties more sympathetic towards women in
public office are also more likely to introduce
gender quotas. European parties of the left
commonly introduced voluntary gender quo-
tas during the 1980s, including Social
Democratic, Labour, Communist, Socialist and
Green parties, before the practice eventually
spread to other parties. Nevertheless the ‘before’
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Table 9.4 Voluntary gender quotas in party rules, used in the EU-15, 1996–2000
Total number Gender 

Party Country Election year of party MPs % Women quota
1. VIHR Finland 1999 11 81.8 �

2. PDS Germany 1998 36 58.3 �

3. B90/Grüne Germany 1998 47 57.4 �

4. Centerpartiet Sweden 1998 18 55.6 �

5. GroenLinks Netherlands 1998 11 54.5 �

6. Miljöpartiet de Grona Sweden 1998 16 50.0 �

7. Social Democrats Sweden 1998 131 49.6 �

8. PvdA Netherlands 1998 45 48.9 �

9. Ecolo Belgium 1999 11 45.5 �

10. SDP Finland 1999 51 43.1 �

11. D’66 Netherlands 1998 14 42.9 �

12. Vänsterpartiet Sweden 1998 43 41.9 �

13. Christian Democrats Sweden 1998 42 40.5 �

14. SKL Finland 1999 10 40.0 �

15. Socialistisk Folkeparti Denmark 1998 13 38.5 �

16. Venstre Liberale Parti Denmark 1998 42 38.1 �

17. KOK Finland 1999 46 37.0 �

18. Social Democrats Denmark 1998 63 36.5 �

19. SPÖ Austria 1999 65 35.5 �

20. Folkpartiet Liberelna Sweden 1998 17 35.3 �

21. Social Democrats Germany 1998 298 35.2 �

22. IU Spain 1996 21 33.3 �

23. KF Denmark 1998 16 31.3 �

24. Christian Democrats Netherlands 1998 29 31.0 �

25. Dansk Folkeparti Denmark 1998 13 30.8 �

26. Moderata Samlings Sweden 1998 82 30.5 �

27. VAS Finland 1999 20 30.0 �

28. PCP Portugal 1999 17 29.4 �

29. ÖVP Austria 1999 52 28.4 �

30. PSOE Spain 1996 141 27.7 �

31. KESK Finland 1999 48 27.1 �

32. VVD Netherlands 1998 39 25.6 �

33. SFP/RKP Finland 1999 12 25.0 �

34. Rifond. Communista Italy 1996 32 25.0 �

35. C.I.U Spain 1996 16 25.0 ?
3366.. LLaabboouurr UUKK 11999977 441188 2244..22 ��

37. POSL/LSAP Luxembourg 1999 13 23.1 �

38. PRL-FDF Belgium 1999 18 22.2 �

39. FDP Germany 1998 43 20.9 �

40. Socialist Party Portugal 1999 115 20.0 �

41. PD Luxembourg 1999 15 20.0 �

42. CDU Germany 1998 200 19.5 �

43. PDS Italy 1996 156 19.2 �

44. CVP Belgium 1999 22 18.2 �

45. KKE Greece 2000 11 18.2 ?
46. VLD Belgium 1999 23 17.4 �

47. FPÖ Austria 1999 52 17.3 �

4488.. PPaarrttiiee  SSoocciiaalliissttee FFrraannccee 11999977 225511 1166..77 ��

49. PCS/CSV Luxembourg 1999 19 15.8 �

50. Popular Party Spain 1996 156 14.1 ?
51. PSD Portugal 1999 81 13.6 �

52. CSU Germany 1998 45 13.3 �

53. Labour Ireland 1997 17 11.8 �

(Continued)
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and ‘after’ test, exemplified by cases such as
their deployment by parties in Scandinavia, in
Germany, and in the British Labour party, sug-
gests that the effect of voluntary gender quotas
within parties also varies substantially.

Many of the parties ranking at or near the
top of the proportion of women MPs in Table
9.4 are in Scandinavia. The Norwegian Labor
Party was the first in this region to implement
a 40% gender quota for all elections in 1983,
although this did not specify the location of
women candidates within their lists. Other
Norwegian parties followed suit, including the
Social Left, the Center Party, and the Christian
Democrats30. This was followed by Denmark

where the Social Democratic Party introduced
a 50% quota for elections in 198831. Because the
rank position of candidates on the party list is
critical to their success in being elected, in 1994
the Swedish Social Democratic Party intro-
duced the principle of including a woman as
every second name on the list – the ‘zipper’ or
‘zebra’ principle. In Sweden, since the general
election in 1994, the largest political party,
the Social Democrats, and later the Greens and
the Christian Democrats, have systematically
alternated women’s and men’s names in their
lists of the constituency candidates for parlia-
mentary, local, regional, and the EU Parliament
elections. If we compare the Swedish parties
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Table 9.4 (Continued)
Total number Gender 

Party Country Election year of party MPs % Women quota
5544.. PPCCFF FFrraannccee 11999977 3366 1111..11 ��

55. Fine Gael Ireland 1997 54 11.1 ?
56. PASOK Greece 2000 158 10.8 �

57. Socialist Party Belgium 1999 19 10.5 �

58. Fianna Fáil Ireland 1997 77 10.4 ?
59. Lega Nord Italy 1996 59 10.2 �

60. PSC Belgium 1999 10 10.0 �

61. Verdi (Greens) Italy 1996 21 9.5 �

62. Forza Italia Italy 1996 123 8.1 �

63. New Democrats Greece 2000 125 8.0 �

6644.. CCoonnsseerrvvaattiivvee UUKK 11999977 116655 77..99 ��

65. P-S-P-U-P Italy 1996 67 7.5 �

66. CDS-PP Portugal 1999 15 6.7 ?
67. Vlaams Blok Belgium 1999 15 6.7 �

6688.. LLiibbeerraall  DDeemmooccrraattss UUKK 11999977 4455 66..55 ��

6699.. RRCCVV FFrraannccee 11999977 3333 66..11 ??
7700.. UUDDFF FFrraannccee 11999977 111133 55..33 ��

71. Alleanza Nazionale Italy 1996 93 4.3 �

72. Lista Dini Italy 1996 25 4.0 �

7733.. RRPPRR FFrraannccee 11999977 114400 33..66 ��

74. CCD-CDU Italy 1996 30 3.3 �

7755.. UUUUPP UUKK 11999977 1100 00..00 ��

76. SP Belgium 1999 14 0.0 �

Notes: Voluntary gender quotas are defined as internal party rules, regulations, or constitutions specifying that
the party should include a minimum proportion of women as candidates for elected office. The table only
includes relevant parties (i.e. those with at least ten seats in the lower house of the national parliament). The
data, derived originally from the Council of Europe database, has some important limitations. It should be
noted that the definition and meaning of ‘quota’ can differ among parties, and some may use this only for
internal organizational posts rather than for candidate nomination. Parties without a formal quota may instead
apply a ‘gender target’, adhered to more or less rigidly in candidate selection. Parties in bboolldd are in countries
using majoritarian electoral systems.

� Gender quota is currently used by this party for parliamentary nominations.
� Gender quota is not currently used by this party for parliamentary nominations.
? Information on gender quotas is not available from this source.

Source: Pippa Norris (2004) Electoral Engineering (New York: Cambridge University Press).
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ranked high in Table 9.4, it is apparent that
gender quotas are used by some such as the
Social Democrats and the Vänsterpartiet,
although not all the credit should go to the use
of positive action, as other Swedish parties
including the Centerpartiet, also have a sub-
stantial number of female members of parlia-
ment despite not using any gender quotas.

Elsewhere in Western Europe, as shown in
Table 9.4, formal practices vary among coun-
tries and parties. In Germany, for example,
three of the five major political parties have a
40–50% quota system in their party rules. In
1980, when the Greens turned from a social
movement into a political party, they instilled
gender balance by including a strict 50% quota
combined with a zipper system in their statutes.
Except for the very top positions in govern-
ment, the Greens have been more or less able
to meet their requirements. In 1988 the Social
Democrats followed suit by stipulating in
party rules that in all internal party elections at
least one third of candidates must be female.
Since 1994, 40% of all party positions must be
held by women. For election lists, parliamen-
tary mandates, and public office a transition
period with lower percentages was agreed. It
started with one-quarter in 1988, required one-
third in 1994, and reached 40% in 1998. The
SPD met the targets within the party but fell
slightly short for seats in parliaments and in
governments. In 1996 the Christian Democratic
Party (CDU) introduced the so-called ‘quorum’
requiring 30% female representation in both
party functions and election lists, but so far
these targets have not been met. After German
unification the Partei des Demokratischen
Sozialismus (PDS, former East German
Communist party) introduced a strict 50% quota
in combination with a zipper system. In many
elections the PDS has outperformed its own
targets. Currently only the Christlich-Soziale
Union (CSU, the Bavarian sister party of the
CDU) and the Liberals (Freie Demokratische
Partei, FDP) refuse to introduce voluntary gen-
der quotas.

It is often easier to implement positive action
in proportional elections using party lists, but
these strategies can also be used under majori-
tarian rules. In Britain, the Labour party first
agreed the principle of quotas to promote
women’s representation in internal party posi-
tions in the late 1980s.32 In 1988 a minimalist
measure was agreed for candidate selection for
Westminster, so that if a local branch proposed
a woman, at least one woman should be
included on the constituency shortlist. In 1993,
following an electoral defeat where the party

failed to attract sufficient support amongst
women voters, it was decided that more radi-
cal measures were necessary. Consequently the
Labour party’s annual conference agreed that
in half the seats where Labour MPs were retir-
ing, and in half the Party’s key target marginal
seats, local party members would be required
to select their parliamentary candidate from an
all-women shortlist. Other seats would be
open to both women and men. Although this
policy was subsequently dropped under legal
challenge, it still proved highly effective, con-
tributing to a doubling of the number of women
in the UK House of Commons between 1992 and
199733. Despite abandoning the original policy,
low levels of incumbency turnover maintained
most of these gains in the subsequent general
election in 2001. For the first elections to the
new Scottish Parliament, Welsh Assembly and
Greater London Assembly, Labour adopted a
‘twinning’ policy. The system ‘twinned’ neigh-
boring seats, taking into account their ‘winnabil-
ity’, so that each pair would select one man and
one woman. This opportunity was uniquely
available, given that there were no incumbent
members. Under this system, local party selec-
tors in the two constituencies would come
together to pick candidates, and each would
have two votes – one for a woman and one for
a man.

Gender quotas are by no means limited to
established democracies. In South Africa, for
example, in 1994 the African National Congress
introduced a 33.3% gender quota, while in
Mozambique in 1999 the Frelimo Party intro-
duced a 30% quota on electoral lists. This policy
has been particularly common among parties of
the left, and Socialist International Women lists
57 socialist parties using gender quotas in April
2002, ranging from 20% to 50%, including the
Israeli Meretz (40%), the Mali Adema-Pasj
(30%), the Nicaraguan FSLN (30%), and the
Turkish CHP (25%)34. Gathering systematic and
reliable data on the use of such strategies world-
wide is difficult, but a global review of practices
by the Inter-Parliamentary Union in 1993 found
that 22 parties employed gender quotas for leg-
islative elections, while 51 parties used them for
elections to internal party posts35. By contrast, in
the first democratic elections following the fall
of the Berlin Wall, parties within Central and
Eastern Europe often moved in the opposite
direction, abandoning gender quotas for parlia-
ment and local government that were regarded
as part of the old Communist state36, although
occasionally later reinstating this practice, as in
the case of the Czech SDP (25%), the Bosnian
SDP (30%) and the Lithuanian SDP (30%).
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WHAT ARE THE
CONSEQUENCES FOR

DEMOCRATIC ACCOUNTABILITY? 

What are the consequences of party recruitment
processes for power and decision-making
within political parties, for the inclusiveness
of legislative bodies, and for the chain of
accountability in representative democracies?
Underlying studies of both the process and the
outcome of candidate nomination are a set of
broader normative values about how recruit-
ment should work ideally in any representa-
tive democracy37. Most commonly, evaluations
of the process are framed against the standards
of internal party democracy, as well as in terms
of its procedural ‘fairness’, ‘simplicity’, and/or
‘transparency’. The outcome is usually judged
by the inclusiveness of all major social sectors
in the electorate, and also by the ways in which
the process is thought to influence the role of
elected members.

Figure 9.3 illustrates schematically how the
chain of accountability linking citizens and
elected representatives is thought to work. The
vertical axis distinguishes the location of the
decisions about candidate nomination, whether
centralized among the party leadership or
alternatively devolved downwards to grass-
roots level in each area. Ballot structures can be
classified into the following categories based

on the choices facing electors when they enter
the voting booth:

• Candidate ballots. In single-member dis-
tricts, citizens in each constituency cast a
single ballot for an individual candidate.
The candidate winning either a plurality or
majority of votes in each district is elected.
Through casting a ballot, electors indirectly
express support for parties, but they have
to vote directly for a particular candidate.
In this context, politicians have a strong
incentive to offer particularistic benefits,
exemplified by casework helping individ-
ual constituents and by the delivery of local
services (‘pork’), designed to strengthen their
personal support within local communities.
This inducement is particularly powerful in
marginal seats where a handful of addi-
tional votes may make all the difference
between victory and defeat.

• Preference ballots. In open-list multimember
districts electors cast a ballot for a party, but
they can express their preference for a partic-
ular candidate or candidates within a party
list. Where citizens exercise a preference vote,
this strengthens the chances that particular
candidates from the list will be elected and
therefore changes their rank. Under these
rules, politicians have a moderately strong
incentive to offer particularistic benefits, to
stand out from rivals within their own
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party selection

Local
party selection

Candidate ballots
Dual ballots or

Preference ballots
Party ballots

Local accountability,
weak party discipline,
personalistic benefits,

personal voting

Cohesive and disciplined
parliamentary parties,
programmatic benefits,

party voting

Figure 9.3 The interaction of selection rules and ballot structures
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party. In most nations the choice of exercising
one or more preferential votes is optional,
and the practical effect of preference ballots
is contingent upon how many citizens
choose to ‘vote the party ticket’ without
expressing a preferential vote. If most
people decide to vote for the party list, then
the effects are similar to party ballots,
whereas if most choose to exercise a prefer-
ential vote for an individual on the list, then
the effects are similar to candidate ballots.

Preference ballots are employed in party
list PR used in 27 electoral systems world-
wide, including Belgium and the Czech
Republic, as well as in single transferable vote
elections in Ireland. This ballot is also used in
plurality and majoritarian electoral systems,
such as in the single non-transferable vote
that has been used in the Republic of Korea,
Japan and Taiwan38. The majoritarian block
vote, used in Bermuda, the Philippines and
Mauritius, also allows citizens to vote for
individual candidates in multimember dis-
tricts with party lists of candidates. There are
some variants to these rules. In Finland,
people must vote for individual candidates,
and the number of votes won by candidates
determines their party’s share of seats. The
panachage system used in Luxembourg and
Switzerland gives each elector as many votes
as there are seats to be filled, and electors can
distribute them either within or across differ-
ent party lists.

• Dual ballots. In ‘combined’ (or ‘mixed’) elec-
toral systems voters can cast separate ballots
in both single-member and multimember
districts, as exemplified by elections in
Italy, Germany and New Zealand. This cate-
gory can be divided into either combined-
independent (where the votes in both types
of seats determine the results independently
of each other) or combined-proportional
where the share of the vote cast for the party
list determines the final allocation of seats).
Where combined systems operate, most use
closed-list multimember districts, so that citi-
zens can cast a ballot for a candidate in their
single-member districts as well as for a party
in their multimember districts. The effects of
dual ballot elections depend upon what pro-
portion of seats are allocated through single-
member or multimember districts: where
most seats are single-member then the effects
will be closer to candidate ballots, and where
most are multimember then the effects will
be closer to party ballots.

• Party ballots. In closed-list multimember
districts, citizens cast a single ballot for a

party. Each party ranks the order of the
candidates to be elected within their list,
based on the decisions of the party selec-
torate, and the public cannot express a pref-
erence for any particular candidate within
each list. Closed-list multimember districts,
where voters can only ‘vote the ticket’
rather than supporting a particular candi-
date, are expected to encourage politicians
to offer programmatic benefits, focused on
the collective record and program of their
party, and to strengthen cohesive and disci-
plined parliamentary parties.

This system is used in party list PR in
35 electoral systems worldwide, such as
Norway and Romania. It also operates in
the party block vote system, where electors
can cast a ballot for the party list, and the
party with a simple plurality of votes in
each district is duly elected, as in Singapore,
Ecuador and Senegal.

While there are many reasons to believe that
the ballot structure is important for the chain of
accountability from legislators to voters and
parties, nevertheless it is only one factor at
work here. A related arrangement is the mean
district magnitude (referring to the number of
seats per district). Extremely large multimem-
ber districts are likely to weaken the incentive
to cultivate a personal vote in preference ballot
elections, as it will be difficult for any individ-
ual candidate to stand out from the throng;
alternatively, they may encourage candidates
to develop local bailiwicks, effectively dividing
the large district into personal ‘subdistricts’.
Moderate or small multimember districts, on
the other hand, are expected to have the oppo-
site tendency, for example where four or five
candidates are rivals in STV seats in Ireland.

The nomination process within parties is
therefore expected to interact with the electoral
system, determining the final stage of recruit-
ment. Members are expected to be most
accountable to both local parties and local citi-
zens in systems where the powers of nomina-
tion rest in the hands of the local party
selectorate, such as grassroots members in each
seat, and where the electoral system uses can-
didate ballots, typified by single-member dis-
tricts. Such a context is thought to encourage
members to focus on delivering particularistic
benefits to their district, exemplified by con-
stituency casework and the provision of pork.
By contrast, a combination of centralized party
selection and the use of party ballots is thought
to generate cohesive and disciplined parlia-
mentary parties, with members focused on the
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provision of collective programmatic benefits39.
Rather than a ‘one size fits all’ approach, the
most suitable nomination processes therefore
depend upon their interaction with the ballot
structures, and whether it is thought to be more
important in any political system to prioritize
local accountability or cohesive and disciplined
parliamentary parties.

There are also certain non-congruent cases.
Although it is often assumed that party nomi-
nation rules will tend to reflect the structure of
the electoral system, in fact, as Lundell observed,
the degree of centralization of the candidate
nomination process is quite complex and diverse
among parties, depending upon their structure
and organization40. In mass-branch parties with
a tradition of internal democracy, for example
many Scandinavian parties, we have already
seen that candidate selection decisions are
localized even within party ballot elections. At
the same time, the party leadership can play an
important role in internal party decisions about
nominations, for example vetoing unaccept-
able nominees, even in candidate ballot elec-
tions41. In non-congruent cases, it remains to be
seen whether elected representatives regard
themselves as more accountable to the party
selectorate or to the electorate.

CONCLUSIONS

Overall the evidence therefore suggests that
grassroots members in many European parties
have gradually been given greater opportunities
to nominate candidates. At the same time selec-
tors are operating within a more constrained
scope of decision-making, due to the simultane-
ous adoption of rules implementing positive
action strategies. A wider number of members
are therefore able to engage in selection deci-
sions, but they face a more restricted range of
choices. We can conclude that the recruitment
process to elected office may appear to be one of
the more hidden and technical aspects of party
politics, but this process has many consequences
for the division of power within party organiza-
tions, the barriers and opportunities facing
women and ethnic minority candidates, and also
for the accountability of elected representatives.
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Whatever the electoral formula used in elections,
candidate selection is one of the first things
that political parties must do before they
take place. Those who are eventually elected
to office will be the successful candidates that
the parties previously selected, and they are
the ones who will determine much of how the
party looks and what it does. That is, the results
of the candidate selection process will affect
the party a long time after the election itself 
is over.

Candidate selection is, according to Ranney
(1981: 75), the ‘process by which a political party
decides which of the persons legally eligible
to hold an elective office will be designated on
the ballot and in election communications as its
recommended and supported candidate or list
of candidates’. Candidate selection is, therefore,
not the same as legislative recruitment; the
latter is more comprehensive and actually
includes the former. Legislative recruitment
involves such aspects of the political system as
the legal, electoral and party frameworks
(Norris, 1996, 1997, see also Chapter 9 this
volume). Candidate selection may, indeed, be
described as a ‘key stage’ in the recruitment
process (Gallagher, 1988a: 2), or even as ‘the
most important stage’ (Czudnowski, 1975: 219).

Candidate selection takes place almost
entirely within particular parties. There are
very few countries – e.g., Germany, Finland
and Norway – where the legal system specifies
criteria for candidate selection. Only in the
United States does the legal system extensively
regulate the process of candidate selection. In
most countries, the parties themselves are
allowed to determine the rules of the game

for their selection of candidates. Candidate
selection should, therefore, be seen as a partic-
ular and important aspect of legislative recruit-
ment that takes place inside the party arena and
is predominantly extralegal. 

The following sections in this chapter elabo-
rate why it is important for students of party
politics to understand the mechanisms and
dynamics of candidate selection; what the
main factors are that delineate candidate selec-
tion methods; and how different candidate
selection methods have significant conse-
quences for central aspects of democracy, such
as participation, representation, competition,
and responsiveness. 

WHY STUDY CANDIDATE SELECTION?

Until recently, candidate selection received
relatively little attention. This dearth of scholarly
literature has raised a formidable obstacle in
the path of researchers who wish to undertake
cross-national analyses of the subject. A few
pioneering ventures, however, did take place,
with initial attempts to produce a theory or a
framework for analysis, but they remain few
and far between (Duverger, 1959; Czudnowski,
1975; Epstein, 1980; Ranney, 1981; Gallagher
and Marsh, 1988; Hazan and Pennings, 2001;
Narud et al., 2002). This is partially due to the
objective difficulties and obstacles one encoun-
ters in any attempt to conduct research on
candidate selection – namely, the lack and inac-
cessibility of empirical data. It is not by chance
that Gallagher and Marsh’s (1988) work on
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candidate selection calls it the ‘secret
garden’ of politics. However, the more recent
research into this subfield, particularly in the
last decade, eschews many of the earlier assump-
tions, penetrates new grounds of empirical
research, and shows that candidate selection
has wide-ranging and significant implications
for political parties, party members, leaders,
and democratic governance.

Beyond being a significant stage in the recruit-
ment process (Norris, this volume), candidate
selection is also an important arena for internal
party power struggles. Schattschneider’s (1942:
64) argument concerning this issue is worth
citing in full: 

Unless the party makes authoritative and effective
nominations, it cannot stay in business, for dual or
multiple party candidacies mean certain defeat. As
far as elections are concerned, the united front of
the party, the party concentration of numbers, can
be brought about only by a binding nomination.
The nominating process thus has become the
crucial process of the party. The nature of the nom-
inating process determines the nature of the party;
he who can make the nominations is the owner of
the party. This is therefore one of the best points at
which to observe the distribution of power within
the party.

Ranney (1981: 103) endorses this statement.

It is therefore not surprising that the most vital and
hotly contested factional disputes in any party are
the struggles that take place over the choice of its
candidates; for what is at stake in such a struggle,
as the opposing sides well know, is nothing less
than control of the core of what the party stands
for and does.

Gallagher (1988a: 3) takes it a step further, stat-
ing that ‘the contest over candidate selection is
generally even more intense than the struggle
over the party manifesto’. Indeed, after an elec-
tion, what largely remains as the functioning
core of almost any party is its office-holders –
its successful candidates. 

Thus, the importance of candidate selection
methods for understanding party politics can be
explained by a combination of the three elements
elaborated above: First, candidate selection

reflects and defines the character of a party and
its internal power struggle. Second, it is rela-
tively easy for parties to alter their candidate
selection methods. Third, a change in candidate
selection methods will affect party politics.

AN ANALYTICAL
FRAMEWORK FOR STUDYING

CANDIDATE SELECTION

In any analysis of candidate selection methods,
the unit of analysis is a single party in a particu-
lar country at a specific time. Only in those cases
where several parties in a particular country use
similar methods (usually due to legal require-
ments), or where a single party uses a similar
candidate selection method over time, can one
begin to make generalizations about the candi-
date selection process.

The procedure for classifying candidate
selection methods elaborated here is based on
four criteria: the selectorate; candidacy; decen-
tralization; and voting versus appointment
(Rahat and Hazan, 2001). 

Selectorate

The selectorate is the body that selects the can-
didates. It is, as Best and Cotta (2000: 11) argue,
‘an important intermediary actor in the process
of recruitment’. The selectorate can be com-
posed of one person or many people – up to the
entire electorate of a given nation. On the inclu-
siveness to exclusiveness continuum, as pre-
sented in Figure 10.1, at one extreme the
selectorate is the most inclusive, i.e., the entire
electorate that has the right to vote in the
general elections. At the other extreme, the
selectorate – or rather the selector – is the most
exclusive, i.e., a nominating entity of one leader. 

Between these two extremes, the selectorate
of each single party is classified according to its
degree of inclusiveness. For example, American
non-partisan primaries, in which every regis-
tered voter can vote for candidates from any
party, are located near the inclusive end of
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the continuum (Ranney, 1981). American closed
primaries, on the other hand, which demand
voters’ registration according to their party affil-
iation before the day of the primaries, are
located slightly away from the inclusive end.
The exact location of American primaries will,
therefore, depend on the restrictions that are
defined by the different state laws (Kolodny
and Katz, 1992). 

The inclusive end of the continuum also
includes examples from Iceland and Spain.
According to Kristjánsson (1998), from 1971 on,
several parties in Iceland adopted open pri-
maries, where every citizen in a particular elec-
toral district could participate. The Spanish
Catalan Party opened its candidate selection to
‘registered “sympathizers”’ – non-members
who can register as party supporters without
paying any membership fee (Hopkin, 2001).

Party primaries, in which the selectors are
party members, would be located closer to the
middle of the selectorate continuum (Gallagher,
1988a). More and more Western democracies
allot their party members a significant role in
candidate selection (Bille, 2001). The purest type
of party primary is where the party members’
vote alone decides the composition and rank of
the candidates. Less pure types allow the party
members to select the party candidates from a
short-list determined either by party agencies or
by a nominating committee, and/or allow the
party headquarters to veto certain candidates.

When the selectorate is an agency of the
party, we find ourselves in the middle of the
continuum. Inside the party, the relative size of
each agency is a sign of its inclusiveness: con-
ventions are usually larger than central com-
mittees, which in turn are usually larger than
executive bodies, such as bureaus. As the size
of the particular party agency gets smaller, we
move further toward the exclusive pole of the
continuum. 

An extremely inclusive selectorate is, for
example, a special nomination committee that
is composed of a few leaders or their aficiona-
dos, and whose composition is ratified en bloc.
The extreme end of the exclusive pole is
defined by a selectorate comprised of a single
individual. Israel’s ultra-orthodox religious

parties serve as an example of such an
extremely exclusive selectorate. In one party, a
single rabbi was authorized to decide the com-
position and order of the party list (Rahat and
Sher-Hadar, 1999). 

Candidacy

Candidacy addresses the question of who can
present himself or herself as the candidate of a
particular party. Again we can posit an inclu-
siveness to exclusiveness continuum (Figure
10.2). At one end, the inclusive pole, every voter
is eligible to stand as a party’s candidate. Some
US states are close to this pole. At the exclusive
pole, we encounter a series of restrictive condi-
tions. Consider Obler’s (1974: 180) account of
the requirements that applied to potential can-
didates in the Belgian Socialist Party. 

While the exact requirements vary from one con-
stituency to another, they generally stipulate that
to be placed on the primary ballot aspirants must
(1) have been a member of the Socialist party, trade
union, co-operative and insurance association for
at least five years prior to the primary; (2) have
made annual minimum purchases from the
Socialist co-op; (3) have been a regular subscriber
to the party’s newspaper; (4) have sent his children
to state rather than Catholic schools; and (5) have
his wife and children enrolled in the appropriate
women’s and youth organizations. These condi-
tions, in effect, require that a candidate serve as a
member of an activist subculture before he
becomes eligible to run for Parliament. They
involve a form of enforced socialization during
which it is assumed (or hoped) that the aspirant
will absorb the appropriate values and attitudes as
well as a keen commitment to the party.

More common requirements are less demand-
ing, such as a minimal length of membership
prior to the presentation of candidacy and
pledges of loyalty to the party. At times, parties
will ignore their own candidacy regulations,
largely due to electoral considerations. For
example, even the exclusive Italian Communist
Party included non-members as candidates
(Wertman, 1988).
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Decentralization

A common error in studies that address candi-
date selection methods is that of considering
decentralization and inclusiveness (and central-
ization and exclusiveness) as conceptually simi-
lar, or at least as describing the same dimension
of candidate selection methods (Bowler et al.,
1999; Shugart, 2001). Analytically, though, they
are different. Decentralization could mean only
that control over candidate selection has passed
from the national oligarchy to a local oligarchy.
For example, if the selectorate is decentralized
from a national party conference of several
thousand participants to ten local committees
each consisting of a few dozen activists and
leaders, the overall selectorate has been decen-
tralized, but has not become more inclusive –
and has actually become more exclusive. 

Party selection methods may be seen as
decentralized in two senses (see Figure 10.3),
which are parallel to the concepts Lijphart
(1984) proposed when he dealt with the division
of power in federal and unitary democratic
regimes. Decentralization can be territorial, i.e.,
when local party selectorates nominate party
candidates – such as a local leader, a party
branch committee, or all party members or
voters in an electoral district. Decentralization
of the selection method can also be functional,
i.e., ensuring representation for representatives
of such groups as trade unions, women, or
minorities. 

Decentralization based on territorial mecha-
nisms, in order to ensure regional and local
representation, is rather straightforward. In
many European cases, the selectorate at the
district level plays the crucial role in candidate
selection. The Norwegian case falls close to the
territorial decentralization pole. National party
agencies cannot veto a candidacy that is deter-
mined at the district level, and territorial rep-
resentation is taken into account inside each
district (Valen, 1988; Valen et al., 2002).

More complex mechanisms are required for
ensuring functional representation via decen-
tralization. There are two mechanisms com-
monly used. The first is the reserved place
mechanism, which guarantees a minimal num-
ber of positions on the list (or minimal number
of safe seats in the case of single-member dis-
tricts) for candidates belonging to a distinct
sector or social group. This mechanism implies
the decentralization of candidacy alone.
Candidates who are eligible for reserved
places compete for their place on the list
against all of the candidates and are selected
by the same selectorate, and the reserved rep-
resentation mechanism is implemented only if
the candidates do not attain the reserved posi-
tion or a higher one. Establishing quotas for
women, a practice adopted by many parties, is
one example. 

The second mechanism used to ensure func-
tional representation is the sectarian or social
group district, where the candidates and the
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selectors are members of the same sector or
social group. This mechanism decentralizes
both candidacy and the selectorate. Belgium
supplies us with examples of both of the func-
tional representation mechanisms, which were
used at the district level. In the Belgian
Christian Social Party in 1961, the reserved
place mechanism was used when it was
decided that in some of the Brussels districts,
Flemish and Francophone candidates would
get every other seat on the party list. In 1965,
separate intra-party subdistricts were actually
established when Francophone and Flemish
party members in these districts selected, sep-
arately, Francophone and Flemish candidates
for parliament (Obler, 1974). 

Voting versus appointment

It is usually the case that in smaller and more
exclusive selectorates, candidates are appointed,
while larger selectorates usually vote in order
to choose their candidates. However, a voting
system can, theoretically, be used in a selec-
torate of two or more people, and appoint-
ments can take place in bodies that include
several dozens of people. When the selection
process includes a procedure by which votes
determine whether someone is named as the
party’s candidate in an election, and/or his or
her position on the list, we are dealing with a
voting procedure. It should be noted that while a
voting procedure can be used by an appoint-
ment body of two people or more, it is not
considered a voting system unless two condi-
tions are filled: first, each candidacy must be
determined exclusively by votes, and not, for
example, by an agreed-upon list or an alloca-
tion that is ratified by a unanimous or majority
vote; and second, the voting results must be
presented officially to justify and legitimize the
candidacy. When candidacy is determined
without fulfilling these conditions, we refer
to this as an appointment system. In a pure
appointment system, candidates are appointed
with no need for approval by any party agency
except the nominating organ itself. In a pure
voting system, all candidates are selected
through a voting procedure, and no other
selectorate can change the composition of the
list. 

Cases located between these extremes are
called appointment–voting systems. Such is
the en bloc ratification vote that was used
in Belgium. In many constituencies, party
members were asked either to vote for a
‘model list’ – a list of candidates determined by

a local party agency – or to express their
preferences regarding the candidates. Only if
more than 50% of party members did not ratify
the model list were the other votes counted,
and thus they did not carry much weight
(Obler, 1974; de Winter, 1988). In Norway,
appointments were more open to change in the
ratification process. Lists that were recom-
mended by a nominating committee were then
ratified by a majority of a selected party
agency, position by position (Valen, 1988).

Voting systems can be further distinguished
on the basis of two elements. One is the posi-
tion allocation formula, i.e., proportional rep-
resentation (PR), semi-PR, semi-majoritarian,
and majoritarian systems. The distinction
among these four kinds of voting system is
based on their potential level of proportional-
ity. Proportional voting systems in this context
will usually be personalized. For example,
three of the four largest Irish parties in the
1980s – Fianna Fáil was the exception – used
the single transferable vote (STV) system that
was also used in general elections to deter-
mine the composition of their candidate lists.
Semi-proportional systems are those in which
the number of votes each selector has is smaller
than the number of safe seats being contested.
This is the intra-party version of a limited-vote
electoral system. In a majoritarian system, the
number of votes and safe seats/positions is
equal. In many cases, every position is con-
tested separately, making the system almost
parallel to single-member district elections.
Semi-majoritarian systems are defined as
systems where the number of votes that each
selector receives is higher than the number of
safe seats contested. While such a system is
majoritarian – as a majority block can be
organized and can take over all of the safe
positions1 – it is ‘semi’ in the sense that incentives
for organizing a plurality or majority bloc vote
are weaker than in the pure majoritarian case.2

The second parameter distinguishes between
single-round and multi-round selection meth-
ods. In the former, all safe positions are
selected at one and the same time, whereas in
the latter, the safe positions are filled gradually.
The importance of this distinction lies in the
opportunities to control and/or balance the
composition of the lists that a gradual selection
process gives the parties. 

There is a connection between the voting
system used in the final stage of the candidate
selection process and the national electoral
system. Where national elections are con-
ducted in single-member districts, the voting
system used in the candidate selection process

CANDIDATE SELECTION: METHODS AND CONSEQUENCES 113

11-Katz-3336-Ch-10.qxd  11/22/2005  8:17 PM  Page 113



must be majoritarian, in order to produce a
single candidate. For example, the exhaustive
ballot was used by the British Conservative
and Labour parties in the final stage of their
selection process,3 while the Liberals used the
majoritarian method of the alternative vote
(Denver, 1988). On the other hand, when gen-
eral elections take place in multi-member
districts, the voting system does not need to
be majoritarian. For example, in Ireland the
exhaustive ballot was used by Fianna Fáil in
order to determine its candidate list, position
by position, while the next three largest parties
used a one-round STV method.

There is also a connection between the selec-
torate size and the use of either single-round or
gradual selection. In smaller selectorates, it is
possible to adopt either method. However,
when the selectorate is larger – especially in
those cases where it includes all party members
or the entire electorate – logistics makes the use
of a single round almost a must.4

THE POLITICAL CONSEQUENCES OF
CANDIDATE SELECTION METHODS

As elaborated above, the classification of candi-
date selection methods can be based on four
major dimensions: selectorate; candidacy;
decentralization; and voting versus appoint-
ment. The different methods used along these
dimensions produce different political conse-
quences. For example, when it comes to the
decentralization dimension, territorial decen-
tralization of the candidate selection method
could lead to increased responsiveness of
members of parliament to the demands and
grievances of their (newly created) constituency
(Hazan, 1999) – similar to an electoral system
founded on small districts. On the voting
dimension, parties that use more proportional
voting methods, or parties that use appoint-
ment methods, could control intra-party con-
flicts by balancing representation better than
parties that use centralized methods and
majoritarian voting systems. Concerning candi-
dacy rules, parties could influence the composi-
tion of the parliamentary party group by
adopting term limits or setting additional crite-
ria for incumbents. Conversely, parties could
make the life of incumbents easier by adopting
an almost automatic reselection procedure.

The selectorate, however, determines the
most significant and far-reaching conse-
quences (Scarrow, 2000; Best and Cotta, 2000).
Therefore, this section focuses on the political

consequences of the inclusiveness of the selectorate.
The impact of this foremost dimension will be
assessed according to four important aspects of
democracy: participation, representation, com-
petition, and responsiveness.

Participation

When we talk about political participation, we
must distinguish between the quantity of par-
ticipants and the quality of their participation.
It is obvious that in terms of quantity, the more
inclusive selectorates are the more participa-
tory ones. Indeed, political participation is at
its lowest when a few party leaders, or their
aficionados, produce the list of candidates.
A selectorate that is composed of hundreds, or
even thousands, of delegates (a party agency,
such as a central committee or a convention)
comes closer to the democratic ideal, especially
since the party members usually select these
delegates. A selectorate that includes tens, and
even hundreds, of thousands of party members
can be seen, from the quantitative perspective,
as an open arena for political participation. 

When looking beyond the numbers, in an
attempt to analyze the quality of membership
and its meaning, the picture becomes quite
obscure. Citizens positively perceive the
attempts of parties to enhance participation by
adopting a more inclusive selectorate in their
candidate selection processes. However, most of
them do not even bother to join the parties in
order to enjoy the now empowered benefits of
membership. Numerous country studies, such
as Britain (Webb, 2002), Germany (Scarrow,
2002), France (Knapp, 2002), the Scandinavian
countries (Sundberg, 2002) and Ireland
(Murphy and Farrell, 2002), show that parties
try to meet the challenge of declining party
membership by empowering party members,
yet these efforts have failed to enlarge the num-
ber of party members significantly.

Furthermore, many of those who join the
parties do not satisfy even the minimum expec-
tations of party members – to be loyal party
voters and to be affiliated with the party for
more than a short period. Research on Israeli
party primaries found that many of the new
party members joined the party (or rather were
recruited) with the sole purpose of supporting
a certain candidate. Approximately one-third of
those who joined the party were not even
aware of the fact that they were party members.
One-tenth were actually members of more than
one party. Moreover, many party members
voted for other parties in the general elections
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(Rahat and Hazan, forthcoming). Studies of
candidate selection in Canada show that most
of those who joined the parties in order to par-
ticipate in the candidate selection process were
‘instant members’. These members joined the
party solely in order to select a leader, or a can-
didate for parliament, and left the party as soon
as the selection was over (Carty and Blake,
1999; Carty, 2002; Malloy, 2003). It appears that
the parties, for their part, prefer to ‘improve
membership statistics’ (Scarrow, 1994: 46) as a
demonstration of their public ‘credibility’,
rather than to embark on a search for measures
to improve the quality of membership along-
side its expansion. 

The rate of turnout in party primaries is
another interesting indicator of the (lack of)
quality of a more inclusive selectorate. Kuitunen
(2002: 74–5, 77) reports that turnout in pri-
maries in Finland ranged from 20% to 63%. De
Winter (1988: 26) reports a decline in the par-
ticipation by Belgian party members from 51%
in 1958 to 25% in 1985. According to Rahat and
Hazan (forthcoming), turnout in primaries in
Israel during the 1990s ranged from 51% to
75%, while Gallagher (1988b: 246) reports that
in the Austrian People’s Party (ÖVP) in 1975 it
was 63%. These statistics indicate two things:
first, turnout in the party primaries is lower
than in the general elections; and second, on
average, about one-half of the dues-paying,
empowered party members do not bother to
collect the ‘merchandise’ that they paid for,
and do not participate in their party’s candi-
date selection process.

A more inclusive policy is also likely to
erode, in the long run, the loyal core of party
activists. Enhanced, and equivalent, political
participation in candidate selection damages
the differential structure of rewards (or ‘selec-
tive incentives’) in parties when the privileges
of long-time loyal activists are made equal to
those of new, temporary and unfaithful regis-
trants. This may be the actual aim of those who
employ this policy (Katz, 2001), or may be an
unintended consequence of it (Hazan, 2002).

Representation 

Among the many notions of representation,
two distinct concepts can be used to illustrate
the influence of candidate selection. The first is
the representation of ideas, as described by
Pitkin (1976), which implies that the represen-
tatives reflect the political beliefs of their
voters. The second is representation as presence,
which relates to the descriptive characteristics

of the representatives – whether their identity
is similar to those whom they represent or not
(Phillips, 1995). Both kinds of representation
are relevant to candidate selection because
parties – in their attempt to address the elec-
torate, and to control intra-party conflicts – are
likely to try to balance their list of candidates in
terms of both notions of representation. 

Smaller, exclusive selectorates will be more
capable of balancing representation in both
senses. When selection can be controlled by a
party oligarchy that appoints candidates – and
to a lesser extent, when voting takes place in a
party agency and can be coordinated – there are
more chances that different ideological and
social groups (women, minorities, etc.) within
the party will be allocated safe positions on the
party list, or safe constituency seats. The parties
themselves, according to their behavior, appear
to validate this claim. The process of democra-
tization of the candidate selection methods in
western Europe (Hazan and Pennings, 2001)
took place parallel to the increase in the use of
representation correction mechanisms (Caul,
1999). Parties increasingly tend to restrict the
choices of their more inclusive selectorates in
order to ensure representation as presence, par-
ticularly that of women (Norris, this volume). 

Competition 

The candidate selection process pits against
each other numerous candidates who aspire to
be among those few that will compete in safe
seats, or in safe list positions, during an election.
There are various ways to measure and com-
pare the level of competition in candidate selec-
tion. For example, one can calculate the average
number of candidates who compete per safe
seat or list position; alternatively, in cases where
voting takes place, one can analyze the spread
of the votes among the competing candidates.
Incumbency, or the level of turnover, could
serve as an indicator for the level of competi-
tion. For example, higher turnover could signify
higher levels of competition.

While incumbency is an advantage in every
kind of candidate selection method, as it is in
every type of electoral system (Somit et al.,
1994), the differences in the inclusiveness of
the selectorate are likely to create variations in
the extent of this advantage. Smaller selec-
torates allow aspiring candidates a chance to
be known and to personally contact their selec-
tors. When the selectorate is inclusive, i.e.,
composed of party members at large, support
cannot be based on personal affiliations and
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incumbency is thus likely to offer a larger
advantage. This is mainly because, as public
officials, incumbents enjoy publicity and the
ability to demonstrate responsiveness to the
demands of the selectorate, interest groups,
financial supporters, etc. The American experi-
ence supplies clear evidence of the advantage
of incumbents in primaries (a very inclusive
selectorate). Between 1978 and 1992, in only 47
cases out of 3166 (1.5%) were incumbents seek-
ing re-election to the House of Representatives
defeated in the primaries, and in only 13 cases
out of 236 (5.5%) were incumbents seeking
re-election to the Senate defeated in the pri-
maries (Jackson, 1994). As Maisel and Stone
(2001: 43) point out, ‘It is clear that primary
elections do not serve to stimulate more com-
petition, and to the extent that competition is
an essential ingredient of democracy, it is not
clear they accomplish their intended purpose
of enhancing U.S. democracy’.

If we accept the argument that party agen-
cies are more competitive than primaries
because of the shorter ‘distance’ between the
candidates and selectors, then nomination
committees (a very exclusive selectorate) can
be expected to be even more competitive. This
is because it is easier for each candidate to be in
personal contact with each member of the com-
mittee than would be the case in a more inclu-
sive selectorate. However, this prediction
misses an important part of the picture. The
nomination committee suffers – because of its
small size and informal, non-transparent
working procedures – from a lack of popular
democratic legitimacy, i.e., a democratic
deficit. The best strategy for the nomination
committee to legitimize its decisions in the
eyes of the party members, the party agencies
and even the general public is to present a list
that is largely composed of incumbents – i.e., a
list that reflects the existing balance of power
and will thus not encounter much antagonism.
There will be changes, to demonstrate that
something was changed and that the nomina-
tion committee is not a rubber stamp, but they
will be minimal. The result is that party agen-
cies, located in the middle of the inclusive–
exclusive selectorate dimension, are likely to
be the most competitive selectorates. The more
exclusive selectorates, such as nominating
committees, are likely to be the least competi-
tive, while the most inclusive selectorates, such
as primaries, are likely to be moderately com-
petitive (Rahat and Hazan, 2005). More data
and more empirical analysis are needed in order
to validate and strengthen this assessment,

because to date there are few studies of
competition in the candidate selection process
outside the inclusive American arena.

Responsiveness 

Since a central motivation, and constraint, for
the behavior of members of parliament (the
successful candidates) is their wish to be
reselected, they will pay special attention to
the grievances and demands of their selec-
torate. The composition of the selectorate is
thus likely to influence the behavioral patterns
of parliamentarians and of their parent organi-
zation, the political party. Bowler (2000), for
example, argues that the best explanation for
the collective action of legislators is the nomi-
nation procedures in general, and who nomi-
nates in particular.

One approach claims that there are negative
relationships between inclusiveness and party
cohesion because the role of non-party actors
in candidate selection rises with an increase in
the inclusiveness of the selectorate, and also
their importance as an object of responsive-
ness. Legislators who were selected by small
nominating committees owe their positions to
the party leadership, and are therefore likely to
be first and foremost party players. Legislators
who were selected by party agencies are likely
to be party players at most times, but never-
theless will be somewhat differentiated in their
efforts to promote the demands and interests
of the groups within the party that serve as
their power base. Legislators who were
selected in primaries need the help of non-
party actors in order to reach their massive,
fluid, and somewhat apathetic audience. In the
more inclusive selectorates, candidates need
political ‘mediators’ who can supply the
resources needed to address the large number
of party members: capital holders who can
supply the necessary finances to address a
huge selectorate; interest group leaders who
command the votes of hundreds, and even
thousands, of members; and the mass media.
All of these mediators have narrower – and
sometimes different – interests and perceptions
than the party as a whole. Facing the plurality
of pressures that characterize the more inclu-
sive selectorates, the cohesion of the parties is
likely to decrease, as parliamentarians behave
more like individuals than team players. 

Comparing the level of party cohesion in the
US Congress to levels of party cohesion in other
Western democracies illustrates this point: the
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relatively low cohesion of US parties can be
explained by their adherence to extremely
inclusive candidate selection methods.
Candidates select their party label with little to
no say on the part of the party institutions. In
most other cases, where cohesion is much
higher, the parties as such have a say in candi-
date selection. First of all, party institutions
often take part in candidate selection: filtering
candidacies, validating their selection and
sometimes playing the central role in their
selection (Bille, 2001). Even when a growing
number of parties allow their members a
crucial role in candidate selection, membership,
as such, is far more exclusive than in the USA
(Epstein, 1980). As Gallagher (1988b: 271)
argued, ‘It may not matter much, in this sense
[level of party cohesion], which party agency
selects candidates, but it does matter that some
party agency selects them’. Second, Western
European parties still put some formal and
informal limits on candidacy. Third, US parties
have lost most of their control over candidate
selection. The most they can do – and even in
this they are limited – is to endorse a certain
candidate competing in the party primaries for
the use of the party label (Jewell and Morehouse,
2001). Another case in point is that of the
democratization of candidate selection methods
in Israel, Iceland, and Taiwan. In all three coun-
tries, the adoption of a more inclusive selec-
torate led to a decrease in party cohesion (Rahat
and Hazan, 2001; Kristjánsson, 1998; Baum and
Robinson, 1999).

A second approach, based on the logic of the
cartel party model (Mair, 1994, 1997; Katz and
Mair, 1995; Katz, 2001) and on the Canadian
experience (Carty, 2004), claims that inclusive
selectorates actually increase the power of
party elites and help preserve party cohesion.
An increase in nominal power at the base of
the party is achieved at the expense of the
middle-level activists, as they are the ones who
might be able to coordinate an effective chal-
lenge to the autonomy of the party leaders. The
rationale behind this approach is that the less
intense (atomistic, unorganized, unstable)
audience of party members is more likely to
take cues from the highly visible party leader-
ship. Empirical support for this approach
comes from the Canadian case of inclusive
selectorates and high party cohesion, and from
other cases in which the opening up of candi-
date selection did not lead to a decrease in
cohesion. However, as in the case of com-
petition, the study of the impact of candidate
selection methods on responsiveness, and in

particular on party cohesion, is still in an
embryonic phase. More data and empirical
analysis, such as Hix (2004), are needed to
assess its ramifications comprehensively.

Intra-party democracy 

The political consequences of the selectorate
dimension in candidate selection reveal that
more democracy in one dimension does not
necessarily lead to more democracy in other
dimensions. For example, parties that use
small nomination committees can ensure rep-
resentation, but are problematic in the partici-
patory sense. On the other hand, parties that
select their candidates through primaries enjoy
high levels of participation, but can hardly
balance representation. This indicates that in
order to be considered truly ‘more’ democratic,
parties should look for a candidate selection
method that could optimally balance different
democratic dimensions, such as participation,
representation, competition, and responsive-
ness. It is the challenge of future research to
clarify the relationship between these dimen-
sions, based on the much needed empirical
research, so that the study of candidate selec-
tion can supply a solid base for improved
theoretical and political understanding of
democracy in general and democracy within
parties in particular.

CHALLENGES FOR FUTURE
RESEARCH

The major challenge for the study of candidate
selection methods is to bring it closer to the
state that the study of electoral system was in
approximately 40 years ago, when Rae’s (1967)
seminal work The Political Consequences of
Electoral Laws was published. That is, we need
cross-party and cross-national empirical studies
of the political consequences of candidate
selection methods. 

Achieving this is by no means easy. Existing
theoretical frameworks, particularly those
concerning party politics, provide substan-
tial propositions for the study of candidate
selection. The lack of cross-national empirical
studies is, nonetheless, the Achilles heel of any
attempt to make further progress. The problem
with a cross-national empirical study is that it
requires familiarity with local politics and
accessibility (in terms of language, as well as in
other more basic terms) to intra-party data. 
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Candidate selection methods not only affect
party politics, they can also reflect party poli-
tics. There is, therefore, a need to analyze can-
didate selection methods both as a dependent
and as an independent variable. Prominent
examples of treating candidate selection as a
dependent variable, in the rather exceptional
case of the United States, range from Key
(1949) to Ware (2002). The possible links between
candidate selection and such variables as the
structure of government, the electoral system,
the political culture, and the nature of the party
were already suggested long ago (Gallagher
and Marsh, 1988), but were only recently put
to a cross-national empirical test (Lundell,
2004). There is a dire need for additional data,
before any conclusive findings can be reached. 

An additional path is the study of the politics
of reform of candidate selection methods –
why, when, and in what circumstances parties
change (or preserve) their candidate selection
methods. Several studies have suggested
various explanations for such changes, for
example, the democratization of candidate
selection methods (Katz, 2001; Scarrow, 1999;
Hazan and Pennings, 2001). Yet there remains a
need for a more integrative look at the phe-
nomenon, one that would account not only for
overall trends but also for the differences
among parties and among nations that may
result from interactions at the inter- and intra-
party levels.

Sailing the uncharted waters of candidate
selection could help us better understand the
nature of party membership, the kind of candi-
dates selected, the dynamics exhibited within
the party, the power and performance of the
party in parliament, and our overall ability to
evaluate party politics. Behind closed party
doors, this ‘secret garden’ of politics is still
largely unexplored. 

NOTES

* This chapter is largely based on published and
unpublished research by the authors, inter alia
Rahat and Hazan (2001, 2005, forthcoming),
Hazan (2002), and Hazan and Rahat (2002a,
2002b, 2005).

1 The concept of safe positions on the candidate
list, or safe seats when dealing with majoritarian
systems, is used quite freely in the research liter-
ature. Here we define it according to the follow-
ing criteria. Although the size of the party’s
legislative representation is not known in

advance – intra-party selection is made before
the general election – parties and politicians tend
to relate to their party’s actual representation as
the one that distinguishes ‘safe’ list positions
from ‘unsafe’ positions. As for new parties that
did not compete previously, and thus cannot
relate to any existing size, we are forced to
estimate according to their projected size, using
opinion polls.

2 When the number of votes is equal to the list size
(ratio = 1), a majority bloc can take over all of the
safe list positions. When the ratio is lower – or
‘limited’ in electoral studies terminology – even
in the case of bloc voting, more than one bloc can
win ‘safe’ seats. When the ratio is higher than
one, a bloc equal to the size of the legislative list
can be formed. Such a bloc can try to manipulate
the results by asking voters to vote for it and
spread the rest of their votes among many differ-
ent candidates, thereby wasting the surplus
votes. However, to organize such a vote under
competitive conditions requires very high
levels of mutual political trust and excellent
coordination – conditions that are rare – and
even the attempt might create an effective
counter- reaction by other blocs.

3 The exhaustive ballot is a selection method
according to which a series of ballots takes place,
with the bottom candidate being eliminated after
each round, until a candidate wins an absolute
majority of the vote.

4 The tools offered in this section can be easily
used when analysing a simple, one-stage, uni-
form candidate selection method. Empirically,
however, we often encounter complex candidate
selection methods. For solutions to classification
problems, see Rahat and Hazan (2001).
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Election campaigns are a central feature in the
life of political parties, and certainly since the
onset of representative democracy, a party’s
principal raison d’être.1 Therefore, in a context
in which election campaign styles have been
changing,2 it is important to get some perspec-
tive on what implications this has for political
parties.3 This chapter is arranged in four
sections. We start with an overview of the cam-
paign literature, where it interfaces with the
party politics literature, and the arguments
about the nature and causes of campaign
change. The next two sections explore the prin-
cipal features of campaign change and their
impact on political parties. The chapter con-
cludes by proposing areas for further study.

THE STUDY OF CAMPAIGNS

In the last two decades of the 20th century the
study of campaigning came into its own as a
significant field of research in the political
science community. Two principal factors help
to explain this change in emphasis: one relat-
ing to the parties literature, and another more
closely associated with the electoral behavior
literature. In the first case, the party literature
has undergone something of a paradigm shift
(Mair, 1990). The classic party studies (e.g.
Duverger, 1954; Sartori, 1976) tended, on the
whole, to feature a pre-eminent concern with
the study of party systems. From about the
1980s onwards there was a distinct shift in
focus: political scientists started looking inside
the ‘black box’ of parties as entities in their
own right; new studies appeared examining,

in some detail, features of party organizations
and their evolution or demise (e.g. Janda, 1980;
Katz and Mair, 1992; Panebianco, 1986); and
election campaigning emerged as a field of
inquiry (e.g. Bowler and Farrell, 1992; Butler
and Ranney, 1992). It is obvious that the classic
party literature would have had a systemic
focus at a time when the party systems them-
selves were unchanging, making it worthwhile
to explore dimensions of variation across dif-
ferent systems (Duverger, 1954; Sartori, 1976),
and explanations for their stability (Lipset and
Rokkan, 1967). With the arrival of party system
de-alignment and electoral volatility, not only
was there no longer much point in trying
to assess (ever-changing) systems, it was also
far more interesting to start examining the
parties themselves, not only in terms of their
reaction to the change, but also in terms of
how, by their organizational evolution and
new campaign styles, they may, in part, have
been behind some of these developments
(Mair, 1983).

First tastes of this new emphasis in the liter-
ature were provided in the 1960s by scholars
such as Kirchheimer (1966) and Epstein (1967),
and a lot of their ideas were further developed
and elaborated in the 1980s and 1990s, for
instance, in the work of Panebianco (1986) and
Katz and Mair (1995). The focus of much of the
discussion was on the demise of the mass party
and its replacement by new models of organi-
zation, showing a shift in focus by the parties
away from inward concerns with party members
and activists towards more outward concerns
with voters. A crucial feature to all of this was
the growing attention being given by parties to
campaign goals.
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A second factor behind the rise of campaign
research related to studies in an electoral behav-
ior tradition: there was a growing realization,
by politicians and political scientists, that elec-
tion campaigns ‘matter’ (Farrell and Schmitt-
Beck, 2002). In an age of electoral stability, in
which voters voted on the basis of their social
class locations and political predispositions,
there seemed little point in trying to assess the
influence of campaigns, because patently they
could only have minor influence on the vote.
And even if political scientists had wanted
to assess election campaigns, they were con-
strained by the lack of appropriate research
tools to deal with campaign influences on the
vote. The standard methods of studying voting
behavior at the time were single-shot, cross-
section surveys, which were incapable of
examining campaign effects.

The research agenda started changing from
the 1980s onwards, with far more attention
being devoted to the (national) campaigns of
the parties. Obviously, one reason for this was
the arrival of voter de-alignment, suggesting
that, perhaps, campaigns could, indeed, matter.
Concomitantly, the nature of campaigning itself
changed, becoming more professionally orga-
nized, and this attracted growing academic
interest. And, of course, the political scientists
began to deploy research methods more appro-
priate for the type of analysis required to mea-
sure campaign effects, such as panels, rolling
cross-sectional surveys, qualitative methods,
and content analysis.

In and among all of this has been a steadily
growing body of research on the national cam-
paign itself (i.e. as opposed to its effects), which
has tended to come in three main forms. First,
there are the historical/descriptive studies of
individual campaigns, as best embodied in
Britain by the Nuffield series dating back to the
1950s (e.g. Butler and Kavanagh, 1997). Also to
be included here are the journalistic studies
which mushroomed after Theodore White’s
classic studies of US elections in the 1960s and
1970s (e.g. White, 1961). By their nature, these
are inevitably single-country studies and there-
fore provide little scope for the cross-national
study of parties and elections.

Second, there is the increasingly popular
‘political marketing’ tradition, in which, in
essence, scholars have taken the logical step of
applying sophisticated marketing frameworks
to the study of election campaigns that them-
selves are becoming ever more like marketing
exercises.4 This political marketing subdiscipline
appears to be gathering steam, as witnessed,
among other things, by studies that seek to
apply political marketing frameworks to recent

election campaigns (e.g. Foglio, 1999; Newman,
1999b); the publication of special issues of jour-
nals,5 and even the recent launch of a dedicated
journal, The Journal of Political Marketing.

Like the historical/descriptive studies, to
date the bulk of the political marketing litera-
ture has also tended to be country-based; what
has been lacking is sustained cross-national
research in a political marketing tradition.6
Furthermore, notwithstanding grandiloquent
claims about the contribution of political mar-
keting to our understanding of election cam-
paign dynamics (e.g. Lees-Marshment, 2003), a
question must be asked over the heuristic value
of this approach: indeed, often the impression
is given that it is more useful for assessing the
strength of the marketing framework than it is
for providing new insights into how elections,
and the parties’ role in them, are changing (for
sustained critique, see Cornelissen, 2002).

The third approach to studying campaigns,
and the one deployed in this chapter, is centered
more on a party literature tradition: the principal
concern here is with trying to explore the role of
parties in the new campaign process, as well as
the role of the new campaign process in affecting
the parties. The general starting point tends to be
with trends in the United States. From Epstein
(1967) onwards, there has been a concern with
the extent to which the USA might be blazing
a trail which other countries have, to varying
degrees, been following. This is not the place to
scrutinize US campaign styles and how they
have been changing (see Chapter 13 in this
volume for more detail) – nevertheless, the prin-
cipal characteristics can be summarized as
follows: an emphasis on the candidate and the
candidate’s personal campaign organization; the
prominent role of professional campaign consul-
tants; and the need for plenty of campaign funds.
Most scholars are in agreement that the changing
dynamics of campaigning in the USA have con-
tributed to the steady decline of US parties (e.g.
Wattenberg, 1998), thereby begging an obvious
question over whether similar campaign changes
in other countries (assuming these can be shown)
may have similar effects on parties.

Proponents of the view that we are witness-
ing a process of ‘Americanization’ in how elec-
tion campaigns are fought include Mancini
and Swanson (1996: 4), who suggest that ‘cam-
paigning in democracies around the world
is becoming more and more Americanized as
candidates, political parties, and news media
take cues from their counterparts in the United
States’. They are, however, careful to point out
that they use the term quite loosely, seeing it in
large part as a surrogate for ‘modernization’.
In similar fashion, Margaret Scammell (1997: 4)
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suggests that Americanization is ‘useful as a
shorthand description of global trends . . . the
U.S. is a leading exporter and role model of
campaigning’. From this perspective, there-
fore, Americanization is seen as helping in the
assessment of developments in the campaign
process, not as an indicator of fundamental
shifts in political practice.7

It is certainly apparent that US campaign
practices have had some influence on the cam-
paign activities of parties in other countries. The
overriding, and hardly controversial, assump-
tion is that the flow of influence is predomi-
nantly from the USA: campaigners in other
countries are copying (willy nilly, or in some
adapted form) the latest techniques and prac-
tices of their US counterparts.8 But actually
demonstrating this has proven quite difficult.
For a long time the principal problem was a
shortage of cases, leading to a certain Western
European bias in much of the comparative
analysis of parties and elections (e.g. Bowler
and Farrell, 1992); however, given the recent
burgeoning of new democracies across Latin
America, parts of Africa, Eastern and Central
Europe, and the former Soviet Union, the com-
parative scholar now has a number of new clues
with which to provide a rather more informed
answer. Any consideration of comparative
trends, therefore, needs to take account of what
has been happening in the newer democracies;
however, given the wealth of material on the
Western European case it is useful to begin here.

Viewed through Western European lenses,
there are two possible answers to the question
of whether the tendencies in the US electoral
process are unique: (i) yes; (ii) maybe once, but
Europe is catching up. The ‘yes’ perspective is
based on an appreciation of the fundamental
differences between the two continents, in
terms of history, culture and institutions. In
particular, Western European countries have
well-developed, highly cohesive political par-
ties, based on strong ideological cleavages
which formed the original party systems at
the time of mass enfranchisement in the early
decades of the 20th century (Lipset and Rokkan,
1967). The traditional organizational structure
common to most Western European parties is
the ‘mass’ party, characterized by a large and
active membership, a well-resourced organiza-
tional bureaucracy, and a stress on internal
democracy (Duverger, 1954). By contrast, the
US party model is far more fluid: the ideological
differences between Democrats and Republicans
are less distinct. There is not much organiza-
tional structure, apart from the roles played by
the various semi-autonomous congressional

campaign committees. American parties are
best described as ‘empty vessels’ (Katz and
Kolodny, 1994). From this perspective, therefore,
there is good reason to expect significant differ-
ences in the styles of campaigning.

The second answer – that Europe has been
catching up with US campaign practices –
accepts the basic picture just presented, but
adds an important temporal dimension, in
recognition of the evident fact that the parties
and party systems of Western Europe under-
went significant transformation in the final
quarter of the 20th century. In this respect, one
could argue that, until relatively recently,
Western European parties have felt somewhat
constrained. Given that most of them origi-
nated (or at least passed through a phase) as
‘mass’ parties, with all the attendant features
of that form, it is perhaps no surprise to find
some delay in switching over to new US styles
of campaigning. However, it is evident that
political parties in the newly emerging democ-
racies have not experienced the same mass
party phase. This raises an intriguing question
as to whether Western Europe (and the other
older democracies outside the USA) might be
seen as the ‘exceptional’ region in terms of
party change and styles of campaigning. The
last decade or so has seen the rise of a plethora
of new democracies across Latin America,
Eastern and Central Europe, the former Soviet
Union and parts of Africa. The nature of party
organization which has emerged in many of
these new democracies is characterized by a far
looser organization, with little emphasis on a
mass membership, less attention to long-term
organizational goals, and more focus on the
immediacy of the election campaign (Kopecký,
1995; Lewis, 1996; Mainwaring and Scully,
1995; Mair, 1997). The fact is that the process of
campaign modernization in the newer democ-
racies has kept pace with trends in the more
established democracies, and in many respects
the newer democracies may be developing US-
style techniques faster than in Western Europe
(for more discussion, see Farrell, 1996; Farrell
et al., 2001).

It is now time to become more specific about
what is meant by campaign change, about how
campaigns have evolved and, in particular,
how this has affected political parties. In recent
years, there has been a veritable growth industry
in the study of campaigns and their modern-
ization (Bowler and Farrell, 1992; Butler and
Ranney, 1992; Gunther and Mughan, 2000;
Swanson and Mancini, 1996). Studies have
shown how electioneering by parties and (espe-
cially in the USA) candidates has changed in
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terms of the three ‘Ts’ of technology, technicians
and techniques. By the turn of the millennium
the talk was of how electioneering had entered
a new phase of modernization, referred to var-
iously as the ‘telecommunications revolution’
(Farrell, 1996), the ‘digital age’ (Farrell, 2002),
‘post-Fordist’ (Denver and Hands, 2002), or
even ‘post-modern’ (Norris, 2000). The impli-
cation is that the parties and candidates have
moved to a stage beyond the ‘TV age’ of cen-
tralized, standardized, one-size-fits-all national
campaigns; they are embracing the new media
technologies – especially those centered around
the World Wide Web and the Internet – and
running campaigns which differ in some quite
fundamental ways from those of a mere ten or
twenty years before.9

The three stages in the evolution of the cam-
paign process are summarized in Table 11.1,
which (following Farrell and Webb, 2000)
avoids labeling them, for to call the third stage
‘post-modern’ raises wider epistemological
connotations as well as questions over what we
might label any future stage, while to give it a
title such as the ‘telecommunications revolu-
tion’ or ‘the digital age’ would provoke obvious
criticisms of being technologically deterministic.
Given that the focus of this chapter is primarily
on the interface between campaigns and par-
ties, we will not spend too much time detailing
the precise ways in which campaigns have
been changing (for that, see, inter alia, Farrell,
1996; Norris, 2000); instead, we shall be assess-
ing the ways in which campaign change has
affected parties, and we shall arrange the dis-
cussion in terms of two main features, ‘organiza-
tional dynamics’ and ‘communications strategy’,
starting with the first of these features in the
next section.

THE ORGANIZATIONAL DYNAMICS
OF CHANGES IN CAMPAIGN STYLES

As indicated by the first part of Table 11.1, the
period of campaign preparations has been
extending, to the extent that it is now reaching a
point in which a good campaign is seen as one
that is in a state of perpetual readiness – the
‘permanent campaign’ of Sydney Blumenthal
(1982). The concomitant is a more centrally
coordinated campaign process and an empha-
sis on recruiting professional staff. These
developments have affected parties in at least
four main respects. First, there have been moves
to establish appropriately staffed, full-time
campaign units, dedicated to preparing for

and managing the campaign process. Some
indications of this are provided in the first
column of Table 11.2, which shows how, with-
out exception, the political parties in the
Katz–Mair data set all saw expansions in their
headquarters staff, an expansion which, with
one exception (Italy, in large part due to its
Tangentopoli scandal) continued through to
the close of the 20th century (Webb, 2002: 443).
The importance attached to creating effective
campaign units has even, in some prominent
cases, extended to relocating them outside party
headquarters (as in the case of the British Labour
Party in 1997, a move likely to be emulated
by its Conservative Party counterpart in the
2005 election; and the German SPD’s Kampa
in 1998).

Second, campaign specialists and agencies
have been playing an ever more prominent
role in election campaigns. For a long time, this
trend was reined in and/or disguised in the
Western European mass parties by subtle
changes in their staffing policy, thereby making
it possible until relatively recently (and, in many
cases, still to this day) to maintain the distinc-
tion between a US ‘consultant’ and a European
‘party employee’ specializing in campaign
strategy; they may well share certain common-
alities in terms of their specialisms but their
status and loyalties were always seen as differ-
ent. Now such a distinction is increasingly dif-
ficult to maintain (as Western European
campaigns have ‘caught up’ with their coun-
terparts in newer democracies which have
not been constrained by mass party traditions;
see Farrell et al., 2001): more and more parties
are inclined to call in external consulting
expertise to supplement the work of their tra-
ditional staff (e.g. the Irish Fianna Fáil’s use of
a prominent US consulting firm; or the ‘war of
the US campaign consultants’ in the 1999
Israeli election10); more and more parties are
inclined to put campaign specialists on their
payroll (perhaps on temporary contracts); in an
increasing number of cases, party leaders are
inclined to deploy their own personal staff
specifically to promote their personal cam-
paign image (e.g. recent French presidential
campaigns; Berlusconi in Italy; Blair in Britain;
Schröder in Germany; Barak in Israel) (more
generally, see Farrell et al., 2001).11 In a growing
number of countries, this has culminated in the
emergence of an indigenous ‘campaign indus-
try’, providing strong competition to US con-
sultants in the overseas markets (Plasser and
Plasser, 2002).

Third, across western Europe (to say nothing,
for instance, of the presidential political systems
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Table 11.1 The evolution of the campaign process
Stage I Stage II Stage III

OOrrggaanniizzaattiioonnaall  ddyynnaammiiccss

Preparations Short-term, ad hoc Long campaign Permanent campaign
Finance Income: membership dues; local sources Income: membership dues; state funding Income: state funding; external 

Expenditure: decentralized Expenditure: centralized fundraising; Expenditure: targeted
Costs: low budget Costs: moderate Costs: high

Staffing and Decentralized Nationalization, centralization Nationally coordinated but decentralized
coordination Staffing: party/local candidate-based, Staffing: party-based, salaried professional; operations; Staffing: party/leadership-based, 

voluntary growth of central HQ professional, contract work; use of
campaign HQ

Leader’s role Party > leader Party = leader Party < leader
Agencies, Minimal use; ‘generalist’ role Growing prominence of ‘specialist’ Consultants as campaign personalities
consultants consultants

CCoommmmuunniiccaattiioonnss  ssttrraatteeggyy

Targeting of Social class support base Catch-all Market segmentation
voters Maintain vote of specific social categories Trying to mobilize voters across all categories Targeting of specific categories of voters
Feedback Local canvassing and party meetings Occasional opinion polls Regular opinion polls plus focus groups

and interactive websites
Campaign events Local public meetings, whistle-stop tours News management, daily press conferences, Extension of news management to routine

controlled photo opportunities politics and government
Media Partisan press, local posters and pamphlets; Television broadcasts through main Targeted use of broadcast media, direct 

focus on newspaper and radio coverage evening news mail, targeted ads
Orientation Propaganda orientation aimed Selling orientation aimed at persuasion Marketing orientation aimed at 

at mobilization ‘product placement’

Sources: adapted from Farrell, 1996; Farrell and Webb, 2000; Norris, 2000
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of Latin America) there has been a distinct shift
in campaign focus, with much greater attention
focused on the party leader (Bowler and Farrell,
1992; Farrell, 1996; Swanson and Mancini, 1996).
To a large degree this process has been fueled by
television and its requirements (see the second
column of Table 11.3); it is also consistent with
efforts to concentrate party resources at the
center, particularly around the party leadership.
This trend reflects a power shift within political
parties, but it also is suggestive of a change in the
nature of campaign discourse, with image and
style increasingly pushing policies and substance
aside. Clearly, there may be a number of factors
determining whether the party leader is not a
dominant, but rather a major theme, not least the
issue of his or her personal popularity and/or
tendency to tread on banana skins. The relevant
distinction for our purposes is whether the leader
is merely a minor theme. Today, it is very hard to
find any examples among the main parties of
a national election campaign where the party
leader is consigned to a minor role. In short,
there is little disputing the fact that campaigns
have become ‘presidentialized’ (Mughan, 2000;
Donsbach and Jandura, 2003).

The fourth major impact of recent campaign
changes on the parties’ organizational dynamics
is, inevitably, financial. As Tables 11.2 and 11.3
suggest, this has several features. In the first
instance, in Table 11.2 (final column), we see
how the amount that parties claim to spend
on their campaigns rose in the last quarter
of the 20th century. Gathering accurate infor-
mation on parties’ campaign expenditure is

notoriously difficult; the data used in Table 11.2
were accumulated as part of the Katz–Mair pro-
ject. Based on subsequent information provided
by national experts, it is possible to sketch a
rough picture of how party campaign expendi-
ture trends developed through to the end of the
millennium (Farrell and Webb, 2000). Countries
where campaign expenditure continued to rise
included Britain, Canada, Germany, Sweden,
and the USA. For the most part, these increases
reflect the growing expense of the modern cam-
paign. But in at least some cases the increase
was simply due to state finance laws which
have built-in inflators to take account of cost of
living increases or population growth (Bowler
et al., 2004).12 By contrast, there are a number of
countries where campaign expenditure appears
to have either stabilized (Australia, France,
Ireland) or decreased (Belgium, Finland, Italy).
The Australian and Irish trends reflect a period
of retrenchment by overstretched party organi-
zations, and also a degree of more targeted
spending (e.g., Irish parties have shifted away
from expensive newspaper advertising toward
greater use of outdoor billboard advertising).
French campaigns costs have plateaued since
the 1980s when legislation was passed restrict-
ing the use of new campaign technology. In
Finland, an economic crisis forced the parties
to cut back on their campaign expenditures.
In Italy the retrenchment was forced on the
parties by reductions in access to state funding.
Similarly, in Belgium (which, like Italy, went
through its own party funding scandal) the
expenditure reductions were the direct result of
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Table 11.2 Campaign resource developments in Western European parties in the closing decades
of the 20th century

Percentage increase/decrease in

Central party Central party Central party
staff income campaign expenditure

Austria +36 +192 +14
Britain +18 +42 +25
Denmark +33 +66 +22
Finland +91 −13 +13
West Germany +8.6 −22 n.a.
Ireland +216 +91 +162
Netherlands +61 +90 +39
Norway +59 −16 +6
Sweden +39 −17 +18

Notes: The change refers to the difference between the position in the late 1960s or early 1970s and that in
the late 1980s or early 1990s; only those parties are included where it proved possible to make a direct
comparison over time. The financial data have been standardized using cost of living deflators (base year of 1987).

Sources: Farrell and Webb, 2000; Katz and Mair, 1992; International Financial Statistics Yearbook 1979; World
Bank, World Tables 1992
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Table 11.3 The campaign ‘environment’ in OECD countries
TV spots Leaders’ ‘debates’ Restrictions on TV access Other campaign restrictions Campaign finance

Australia Yes* Yes Proportionate Yes*
Austria Yes* Yes* Proportionate Yes
Belgium No Yes Proportionate Limits on expend. No
Canada Yes Yes No Limits on expend.; 48-hour ban on polls Yes
Denmark No Yes Equal No
Finland Yes* Yes Equal No
France No* Yes Equal Limits on expend.; 7-day ban on polls Yes*
Germany Yes* Yes Proportionate Yes
Ireland No Yes* Proportionate Limits on expend.* Yes*
Italy Yes* No No 7-day ban on polls Yes*
Japan Yes* Yes Proportionate Limits on expend.; candidate restrictions** No
Netherlands Yes* Yes No No
New Zealand Yes Yes* Proportionate Limits on expend. No
Norway No Yes No No
Sweden Yes* Yes Equal No
Switzerland No No Proportionate No
UK No No Proportionate Limits on expend.* No
USA Yes Yes No Limits on Pres. expend. Yes (for Pres.)

*Indicates a change since the early 1980s.
**Most of the restrictions are focused on candidates (not parties), among them: ban on campaigning until final 15 days; no doorstep canvassing; restrictions on
speech-making and on distribution of written materials.

Sources:Bowler et al., 2004; Farrell and Webb, 2000
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new legislation designed to force the parties to
spend less. Indeed, there appears to be a trend
developing in terms of efforts to limit the
amount parties can spend on their campaigns
(Table 11.3, column 4).

For all the efforts of the state to limit cam-
paign expenditure, election campaigns are still
very expensive enterprises; and the indications
are that the parties have been able to swell their
bank balance to cover the increasing costs. As
Table 11.2 (second column) shows, in Western
European parties, central party income rose in
most cases in the final quarter of the 20th century,
and the evidence for a wider subset of OECD
countries indicates that, with the exception of
Italy, party income continued to rise through to
the turn of the century (Webb, 2002: 443). To an
extent – and consistent with the cartel party
thesis – this is facilitated by access to state fund-
ing of campaigns (Table 11.3, final column) and
party organizations (Bowler et al., 2004), but it
also reflects growing attention by the parties to
professional external fundraising operations.

CHANGES IN CAMPAIGN
COMMUNICATIONS STRATEGY

Earlier we referred to how campaigns have been
changing in terms of the three ‘Ts’ of technology,
technicians and techniques. A fourth ‘T’ that
should be added to this is terrain or campaign
environment. As Table 11.3 shows (more gener-
ally, see Bowler et al., 2004), the campaign envi-
ronment has altered quite dramatically in recent
years, and nowhere is this more apparent than
with regard to the role of the other two main sets
of actors in the electoral process, the voters and
the media – with significant implications for the
campaign communications strategies of political
parties (Schmitt-Beck and Farrell, 2002). In the
first instance, as levels of partisan attachment
and electoral turnout have declined (Dalton,
2000; Wattenberg, 2002), parties have to strive
harder to chase elusive votes – in Norris’s (2000:
171) words, they ‘have to run up the down esca-
lator simply to stay in place’. This is one signifi-
cant factor behind an apparent shift in the nature
of campaign communications, which is usefully
encapsulated by the political marketing litera-
ture as a move from ‘selling’ to ‘marketing’. As
the means of accumulating feedback have
become more sophisticated, and the desire to
test opinion more ever-present, there has been a
perceptible shift in the politician’s psyche from
treating politics as an art to treating it instead as
a science (Rose, 1967). The initial standpoint

used to be one of setting the product (usually
based on some predetermined ideology) and
seeking to steer public opinion in this direction.
Saliency theory (Budge and Farlie, 1983) argued
that certain types of parties ‘owned’ certain
types of policies (e.g., defense for the right, and
health policy for the left) around which they cen-
tered their campaigns. Today, political strategy
increasingly appears to center on finding out
what the public wants to hear – deploying all the
latest methods of gathering information on voter
attitudes – and marketing the product accord-
ingly. In the context of centralized party
resources that facilitate carefully coordinated
campaigns, this enhances the strategic auton-
omy and flexibility of leaderships. Such policy
movements may improve the responsiveness of
parties to popular demands, but they may also
render enduring policy reputations harder to
identify; in the UK, for instance, the New Labour
party of Tony Blair (which seems to exemplify
the marketing approach) leapfrogged the Liberal
Democrats in order to dominate the ideological
center-ground (Budge, 1999: 5–6); similar ten-
dencies were noted in Germany before its 1998
election. This trend seems destined to continue
as the traditional party hierarchies are replaced
by brash new professionals whose primary loy-
alty is to the leader rather than to an ideology or
a party tradition.

Nevertheless, while the shift from selling to
marketing may seem persuasive, and while
there may be plenty of anecdotal evidence, and
in some cases first-rate qualitative research
(Scammell, 1995), of such tendencies in recent
elections, actually trying to demonstrate this
quantitatively has so far proven rather elusive.
For instance, Caul and Gray (2000) employ
cross-national manifesto data to examine the
extent to which parties have been adopting
less stable issue positions in recent years, but
produce quite mixed results.

It is not only shifts in the nature of voter
(non-)behavior that may explain recent changes
in the nature of parties’ campaign communica-
tion strategies, as suggested above; also of rele-
vance here are recent changes in the nature of
media coverage of elections – from a predomi-
nant interest in policy issues, through a phase of
focusing on strategy and the campaign ‘game’,
and on to a more contemporary interest in what
Esser et al. (2001: 17) refer to as ‘metacoverage’ –
‘self-referential reflections on the nature of the
interplay between political public relations and
political journalism’. As a consequence, the par-
ties have to pay more attention to how they pro-
mote themselves in the media. This has resulted
in two important developments in how parties
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seek to communicate with voters. First, every
effort is made to maximize positive coverage in
the main media outlets, both through the more
effective use of news management (and here,
consistent with the move toward permanent
campaigning, this is no longer tied solely to the
‘campaign period’ itself) and, in the case of the
broadcasting media, by seeking to usurp news
executives’ intentions by using alternative
means of making contact with voters (such as
by appearing on early afternoon chat shows).

Second, the contemporary campaign makes
much more use of direct means of targeted
voter contact, via ‘paid media’ such as TV
spots (see Table 11.3, column 1), and of course
the increasingly ubiquitous Internet, which is
becoming the major campaign tool. A quick
glance at the Parties on the Web site
(http://www.electionworld.org/parties.htm;
see also Norris, 2001) shows how virtually all
parties today have their own websites, but we
have yet to see the kind of use being made of
them during election campaigns that has been
evident in the USA (and particularly so in the
2004 presidential campaign of Howard Dean).
This can only be a matter of time. On the basis
of their review of the British evidence, Gibson
and Ward (1998: 33) speculate that ‘[g]iven the
speed of developments during the last five
years, . . . it is not unreasonable to assume that
over the next decade party communication and
campaigning on the Internet will have moved
from the fringe toward the mainstream’.13

Needless to say, the internet is by no means the
only new campaign tool in the armory of con-
temporary campaigners. Focus groups abound,
direct mail and telephone canvassing are
becoming the norm in a range of different cam-
paign contexts. Clintonesque ‘rapid rebuttals’
and ‘war rooms’ have also featured promi-
nently (for British, German and Austrian
examples, see respectively Butler and Kavanagh,
1997; Bergmann and Wickert, 1999; Holtz-
Bacha, 2002; Strugl et al., 1999). Similarly, much
like Clinton’s ‘new Democrats’, recent cam-
paigns of Social Democratic parties in Britain,
Germany and Israel all placed heavy emphasis
on the image, and in two of the cases also the
prefix, of ‘new’ – as in ‘New Labour’, ‘new
Center’ (in Germany), and ‘One Israel’.

NEW CAMPAIGNS STYLES AND
THE STATE OF PARTIES

As was suggested above, the fact that the new
campaign styles have required political parties

to adapt their organizational dynamics as well
as their communication strategies does not
of itself imply that the parties are somehow
weaker as a consequence, but what certainly
cannot be disputed is that they have been forced
to adapt; standing still was never an option.
This chapter has reviewed the main ways in
which the parties have adapted, but in a number
of respects we have barely started to scratch the
surface. With the exceptions of case studies of
campaigns (e.g. the Nuffield series) or the
groundbreaking survey work on campaign con-
sultants by Plasser and Plasser (2002; see also
Bowler and Farrell, 2000), the political science
community has had very little direct access to
what actually goes on behind closed doors; in
many respects (and pace Gallagher and Marsh,
1988), this area of the discipline remains one
of the most secret of ‘gardens’. Much more data
gathering and analysis is needed, in particular
in the following four areas:

• changes in the nature of party staffing (loca-
tions, types and permanence of staff; party
line management structures) and the role of
external consultants and agencies;

• sources and means of campaign fundrais-
ing and campaign expenditure;

• the decision-making process in campaign
organizations;

• the emphasis placed by parties on leader
image, on candidate-centered dynamics, and
the implications for internal power structures.

NOTES

1 By this, it is not meant to imply that all parties
are vote maximizers; whatever its objectives, the
campaign is undoubtedly an important event in
the life of a party.

2 Some might say ‘professionalizing’ – but, see
Lilleker and Negrine (2002).

3 Needless to say, while it is recognized that the
parties are not passive actors in this regard – i.e.
they have a central role in explaining why and
how campaigns have been changing (Gibson
and Römmele, 2001) – the perspective of this
chapter is to assess the specific implications for
parties of the new campaign styles.

4 It should be noted that political marketing studies
are not only focused on the campaign process.
There has also been an interest in developing all-
encompassing models of parties as marketing
organizations (e.g. Butler and Collins, 1999).

5 Such as the special issues of the European Journal
of Marketing in 1996 (vol. 30, no. 10/11) and 2001
(vol. 35, no. 9/10).
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6 For some exceptions, see Farrell and Wortmann
(1987) and Newman (1999a).

7 Negrine and Papathanassopoulos (1996) argue
for a more complex and considered view of how
the term ‘Americanization’ may account for far
more significant shifts in the nature and practice
of politics globally.

8 Two possibilities present themselves: there has
been a selective or partial adoption of US cam-
paign techniques, contributing to an overall pro-
fessionalization of campaign practice, but with
minimal influence on the nature of electoral poli-
tics; or there has been a large-scale adoption of
techniques and styles, producing a transformation
of the nature of party politics. The first of these
possibilities can be characterized as a ‘shopping
model’, the second as an ‘adoption model’ (Plasser
et al., 1999: 104–5; Farrell, 2002). Needless to say,
of course, there is some two-way traffic: there are
well-known instances of US campaign consultants
having copied techniques used in other countries.
In the case of developing democracies, there are
also instances of diffusion of campaign practice
from other regional contexts, notably by European
campaign consultants (Bowler and Farrell, 2000;
Plasser and Plasser, 2002).

9 Some scholars have suggested that these char-
acterizations exaggerate the true extent of cam-
paign change; indeed, some even go so far as
to suggest that perhaps there never was a pre-
modern campaign Golden Age (Bartels, 1992;
Dionne, 1976). However, historical analysis has
demonstrated that campaigns have evolved
through three stages (e.g. Farrell, 2004; Norris,
2000; Wring, 1996). These stages roughly coin-
cide with the evolution of party types (see
Chapter 21 in this volume) as mass (stage I),
catch-all (stage II), and cartel (stage III).

10 In that campaign the two main Israeli parties
tried to out-macho each other by boasting of the
number of US campaign consultants they had in
their employ (private interviews by the author
with Israeli campaign strategists).

11 On the Forza Italia phenomenon, see Mellone
(2002). Needless to say, there are always instances
of where parties eschew the use of specialist
campaign consultants, preferring instead to rely
on more traditional tried and trusted techniques
(e.g. Nord, 2001).

12 The German case is interesting here because a
recent reform of the state funding laws has
linked state funding to the numbers of paid-
up members. This change has hurt the Green
Party in particular, given its fluid organizational
structure.

13 More generally, see Margolis and Resnick (2000)
and the special issue in Party Politics on ‘Party
politics on the Net’ (vol. 9, no. 1, 2003).
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As the 21st century begins, American politics is
experiencing another period of campaign
finance reform, with a special focus on the
major political parties (on the history of reform,
see Corrado, 1997). After a decade of rapid
innovation in party finance, the Bipartisan
Campaign Reform Act of 2002 (BCRA, also
known as ‘McCain–Feingold’ after its Senate
co-sponsors) was enacted by Congress and
signed by President Bush (Corrado, 2003). As
with past reforms, this legislation prompted an
immediate court challenge, and a little more
than a year later, the US Supreme Court
affirmed most of its provisions in McConnell v.
Federal Election Commission (24 S. Ct. 619 [2003]).

BCRA prohibited the raising and spending of
‘soft money’ by national party committees, a
major innovation of the 1990s, and included
other changes designed to bolster this prohibi-
tion. From the perspective of the 2000 election,
BCRA represented a major change in party
finance. But from a slightly longer perspective,
BCRA largely returned the campaign finance
regime to the situation before soft money, which
was based on the Federal Election Campaign
Act (FECA) of 1971 as amended by Congress
and interpreted by the courts (Corrado et al.,
1997). The fundamental issue in BCRA was the
size and source of campaign funds raised by
national parties. 

Of course, the more interesting timeframe is
the future: how will the major parties and
their allies adapt to BCRA? What follows is
a brief discussion of American party finance
on the eve of BCRA, the changes brought
about by the new law, and a sketch of possible
adaptations.

PARTIES AND MARSHALLING
RESOURCES

Chief among the activities of party organiza-
tions is marshalling resources – collecting,
organizing, and deploying people and things
useful in seeking control of the personnel of
government. Money is only one such resource,
but an especially valuable one in an advanced
industrial society. And marshalling money is of
particular importance in the United States,
where the ‘two-party’ system is nearly com-
prehensive but organizationally fragmented
(Green, 2002). Even at the national level, separa-
tion of powers produces three separate organi-
zations for the Democrats and Republicans – the
national (or presidential), senatorial, and con-
gressional committees. Meanwhile, federalism
generates 50 state committees (typically linked
to governors and other elected executives), not
to mention legislative campaign committees
(tied to the chambers of the state legislatures),
and thousands of local party organizations
(principally county and city committees). As if
this fragmentation were not enough, nomina-
tion via the direct primary has encouraged a
‘candidate-centered’ politics with thousands of
separate candidate committees. Finally, a wide
variety of interest groups adds several thou-
sand political action committees (PACs) and
other organizations to the mix.

Scholars have long noted the usefulness of
American parties in bringing cohesion to this
fragmentation. Although more honored in the
breach than in the observance (Sorauf, 2002),
party organizations have from time to time
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played a significant role in marshalling money
from these fragmented sources. The exact
nature of these arrangements depended on the
incentives and circumstances of the moment,
including the relevant laws governing party
finance. In the last thirty years, the advent of
capital-intensive electioneering has provided
new incentives for the parties to marshal money
(Herrnson, 1988), reinforced by the increased
competitiveness of federal and state elections in
the 1990s (Green and Farmer, 2003). In response,
the major parties and their allies found ways to
greatly expand fundraising under FECA. These
innovations were so successful that they sub-
stantially undermined the existing rules and
inspired the passage of BCRA.

THE PRE-BCRA FINANCE REGIME1

The 2000 campaign is a useful benchmark for
assessing the situation BCRA sought to correct.
Two parallel systems of party finance had
developed, one involving ‘federal’ or ‘hard
money’ (funds regulated under FECA) and the
other ‘non-federal’ or ‘soft money’ (funds not
regulated by FECA). Tables 12.1 and 12.2 sum-
marize the legal dimension of the two systems
from the perspective of party fundraising
(these tables also identify the changes created
by BCRA, which we will discuss presently).

Federal (hard money) receipts

The federal or hard money system began with
the 1974 amendment to FECA, which included
a set of contribution limits upheld by the US
Supreme Court in Buckley v. Valeo (424 U.S.
1 [1976]). With regard to parties, FECA set a
maximum that any one individual or political
committee could donate to each of the three
major national party organizations (Biersack
and Haskell, 1999). For example, individuals
could give a maximum of $20,000 per year (or
$40,000 per two-year election cycle) to any
national committee. PACs (‘multicandidate
committees’) could give a maximum of $15,000
per year (or $30,000 per election cycle). There
were also limits on contributions to PACs and
candidate campaign committees.2

Formally non-political organizations were
prohibited from donating directly to party
committees (or any federal campaign), includ-
ing business corporations, labor unions, trade
associations, and non-profit groups. With just
a few exceptions (such as non-profit corpo-
rations organized for explicitly political

purposes), any such organization had to form a
PAC and participate in the hard money system.

Individuals, PACs, and candidate committees
were limited to a maximum of $5000 per year
(or $10,000 per election cycle) to state and local
party committees for federal elections (treated
in most instances as a unit). Non-political
organizations were also prohibited from making
donations to state/local parties for federal elec-
tions, but were often allowed to donate
to parties under state laws for state elections
(an important matter to which we will return
below).

Some additional limitations also affected
federal party finance: individual donors were
limited to an aggregate of $25,000 to all federal
committees per year (or $50,000 per election
cycle) and full disclosure was required of indi-
vidual donations over $200 and of all organi-
zational contributions. Interestingly, none of
these contribution limits were indexed for
inflation, so that as time passed, the value of
legal contributions declined steadily. For
example, the $20,000 maximum national party
donation was worth about $7600 by 2000. One
area left unregulated was transfers among
national, state, and local party committees,
allowing for unlimited transfers between party
committees and from candidate campaign
committees to party committees (Bedlington
and Malbin, 2003: 136).

Federal (hard money)
expenditures

FECA also set limits on contributions from party
committees to PAC and candidate committees
(Biersack and Haskell, 1999): national and
state/local committees could each give a maxi-
mum of $5000 per year to a PAC, $5000 per elec-
tion to a congressional candidate, a combined
total of $17,500 per election to senatorial candi-
dates, and nothing to presidential candidates
who accepted public financing (also initiated by
FECA in 1974 and 1976). FECA also allowed
party committees to engage in limited ‘coordi-
nated expenditures’ on behalf of their nomi-
nees. Based on a per eligible voter formula,
coordinated expenditures were much higher
than the direct contribution. Furthermore, coor-
dinated expenditures were adjusted for infla-
tion, but contributions were not.

The initial interpretation of the FECA contri-
bution and coordinated expenditure limits in
the 1976 campaign eliminated much traditional
grassroots party activity, such as voter registra-
tion drives and get-out-the-vote (GOTV) efforts.
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In response, Congress amended FECA in 1979
to exempt such traditional grassroots activities
from the hard money limits. In an earlier deci-
sion, the Federal Election Commission (FEC)
allowed state/local parties to pay for such activ-
ities with funds raised under state law (Corrado,
2000: 20–1, 3). These changes gave national party
committees access to non-federal funds for
grassroots activities (a matter whose relevance
we will consider momentarily).

In Buckley v. Valeo, the US Supreme Court
struck down limits on campaign expenditures
by candidates and other political actors on
First Amendment grounds (see Banks and

Green, 2001: Chapters 3, 4). The High Court
recognized, however, that at some point
expenditures can become a method for circum-
venting the very contribution limits it also
found constitutional. The resulting attempt to
balance these competing values spawned two
additional kinds of expenditures available to
party committees: independent expenditures
and issue advocacy.

An ‘independent expenditure’ is a campaign
expenditure concerning a candidate that is not
coordinated with candidate’s campaign (in the
absence of such independence, such an expen-
diture would be an ‘in-kind’ contribution and
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Table 12.1 Political parties and the federal (hard money) system, before and after BCRA
Before BCRA After BCRA

RReecceeiippttss

National committeesa

Individualsb $20,000 per yeare $25,000 per yearf

PACs $15,000 per yeare No change
Non-political organizations Prohibited No change
Party committees Unlimited transfers No change

State/local committeesc

Individualsb $5,000 per yeare $10,000 per yearf

PACs $5,000 per yeare No change
Non-political organizations Prohibited No change
Party committees Unlimited transfers No change

EExxppeennddiittuurreess

National, state/local committees
Direct donations:d

Senate candidates $17,500 per electione $35,000 per electione

House candidates $5,000 per electione No change
PACs $5,000 per yeare No change

Coordinated expenditures Formula varied by officef No changeg

Grassroots party activities Unlimited No change
Independent expenditures Unlimited No changeg

Transfers:
Party committees Unlimited No change
Non-political organizations Unlimited No change

Notes:
aIncludes the national, senatorial, and congressional committees, the limits applied to each committee.
bBefore BCRA, individuals were subject to an overall limit of $25,000 per year in hard money donations;
after BCRA, $97,500 per two-year period, with no more than $57,500 to all party committees combined.
cBefore BCRA state/local committees treated together; limits applied to all state/local committees in a given
year. After BCRA, the limit applies to state and local committees separately, within the overall limit.
dIf presidential candidate accepts public financing of the general election, no direct contributions are allowed;
national/state party senatorial limit combined.
eDisclosure required, not indexed for inflation; jointly shared limit between national and state parties under
FECA; jointly shared between national and senate committee under BCRA.
fDisclosure required, indexed for inflation. Coordinated expenditures based on eligible voters formula and
indexed for inflation. In 2000, presidential $13.7 million; for House candidates $33,780 from both national
and state committees; for Senate candidates ranged from $67,560  to $1,636,438 depending on the state.
gUS Supreme Court struck down BCRA provision requiring parties to choose between coordinated or
independent expenditures in a given race. 
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subject to limitation). The case law defining
‘independence’ eventually expanded to
include party committees. Independent expen-
ditures are unlimited in size, but have to be
paid for with hard money donations and dis-
closed (Corrado, 2000: 15–19).

A second kind of expenditure arose from a
distinction between ‘express advocacy’ (directly
advocating the election or defeat of a candidate)
and ‘issue advocacy’ (advocating on behalf of
an issue) in Buckley v. Valeo. Contribution and
coordinated expenditure limits were express
advocacy and thus could be regulated (with
independent expenditures representing a
special case). However, issue advocacy could
not be regulated because it did not apply to
federal elections. The Court drew a ‘bright line’
distinction between express and issue advocacy
by identifying particular words and phrases,
such as ‘vote for’ and ‘vote against’ a specific
candidate (Corrado, 2000: 24–5). In essence, this
distinction defined expenditures outside the

hard money system which could nevertheless
influence election outcomes (an issue we will
discuss momentarily). 

Overall, the hard money system was prob-
lematic for the major parties, setting strict
limits on past sources of party money, limiting
party expenditures to and for party candidates,
and giving candidate committees and PACs an
enhanced role (Sorauf, 2002). However, the par-
ties quickly adapted to the hard money system
(Herrnson, 1988). Freed from the need to
finance presidential campaigns (due to public
financing), the national committees responded
by broadening the financial base of individual
contributors. Party committees turned to mass
solicitation of small donations via direct mail
and telemarketing, and developed cadres of
solicitors to raise larger donations from many
people. The parties also became adept at
organizing donations from PACs and their
own candidates. Despite the high costs of
such fundraising efforts, the national parties
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Table 12.2 Political parties and the non-federal (soft money) system, before and after BCRA
Before BCRA After BCRA

RReecceeiippttss

National committeesa

All sources (including Unlimited Prohibited in all
non-political organizations) contexts

State committees
All sources Varied with state law Prohibited in federal

Local committees elections
All sources Varied with state law Up to $10,000 for

voter programs
(Levin committee rules)b

EExxppeennddiittuurreess

National committees
Direct expenditures: Unlimited, Unlimited,

Formula for soft moneyc 100% hard money
Transfers:

State/local party committee Unlimited Prohibited
Non-political organizations Unlimited Prohibited

State committees Unlimited, Unlimited,
Formula for soft moneyc 100% hard money

Local committees Unlimited, Unlimited,
Formula for soft moneyc (Levin committee rules)b

Transfers:
National party committees Unlimited Prohibited

Notes:
aIncludes the national, senatorial, and congressional committees, the limits applied to each committee.
bSee text on Levin committees.
cFor national party committees, 65% hard money in presidential years; 60% in non-presidential years. For
state/local committees, hard money reflected ratio of state and federal offices on the ballot. Typically, state
formulae allowed for more soft money.
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developed extensive financial resources; many
state and even local parties followed a similar
path (Bibby, 1999). Republicans did a bit better
in raising hard money, creating incentives for
Democrats to push the boundaries of the
system.

These robust party organizations turned
increasingly from contributions to expenditures,
including services to candidates, coordinated
spending, grassroots activities in cooperation
with state/local parties, and eventually inde-
pendent and issue advocacy advertising. These
practices led to the creation of a parallel non-
federal or soft money system. 

Non-federal (soft money)
receipts

At the heart of the soft money system was the
fact that party committees participate in both
federal and non-federal elections. The hard
money system applied only to the former and
not the latter (nor, in fact, to non-electoral
activities). Thus, parties could raise funds
unregulated by FECA for purposes other than
explicitly influencing federal elections. 

The non-federal or ‘soft money’ system
began around 1980, as the parties sought to
raise non-federal funds for grassroots activities
exempted from the hard money limits. Closely
linked with presidential campaigns, the
national parties and their state affiliates began
to raise funds that would otherwise be illegal
under FECA due to size (many donations were
much larger than the hard dollar limits), source
(such as corporate and union treasuries), and
lack of disclosure. The Dukakis presidential
campaign in 1988 was especially effective at
raising this ‘soft money’, a pattern quickly
copied by the Republicans. By 1991, soft
money had become sufficiently large that the
Federal Election Commission required the
national parties to disclose their non-federal
accounts, albeit in a less rigorous fashion than
the hard money system (state parties disclosed
a portion of the funds under state law, which
varied enormously) (Corrado, 2000: 23–4).

From a fundraising perspective, the chief
benefit of soft money was its relative efficiency:
the costs of soliciting wealthy people, corpora-
tions, and unions were low and the amounts
raised large (often greater than $100,000).3

Because the national parties could raise and
spend such funds across the country, soft
money was effectively unlimited. Indeed, a
complex system developed to navigate the
web of state rules so as to maximize soft

money collections and disbursements (see for
example, Barber, 2003: 19–21). Federal office-
holders became central to soliciting soft
money, with President Clinton’s well-known
fundraising at the White House just the best-
known example of a practice common in both
parties.

What made soft money especially valuable,
however, was the ways in which it could be
spent. Initially, soft money was used largely for
grassroots party activities. In an attempt to set
some limit on these expenditures, the FEC
mandated a mix of hard and soft money for
‘joint activities’ undertaken under federal and
state law in 1991. If national parties engaged in
such expenditures directly in a presidential
year, 65% had to be hard money and 35% could
be soft money (in a non-presidential year the
relevant percentages were 60 and 40%, respec-
tively). State party expenditures were subject
to a different formula based on the ratio of state
to federal candidates on the ballot. In many
cases, this formula allowed for the proportion
of soft money to be higher, and as a result
the national parties began to make larger trans-
fers of hard and soft money to the state com-
mittees to maximize expenditures (Corrado,
2000: 78–80).

By 1996 a new outlet for soft money expendi-
tures had become common: issue advocacy.
Recall that court rulings excluded issue advo-
cacy expenditures from hard money regula-
tions. Led by President Clinton, the Democratic
National Committee began running broadcast
advertisements in support of and opposition to
candidates, carefully avoiding the language of
expressed advocacy. The GOP quickly followed
suit in support of its nominee, Bob Dole.
However, analysis of the issue advocacy ads
revealed that they differed little from express
advocacy ads run by candidates’ own cam-
paigns (Herrnson and Dwyre, 1999). Using the
mechanism of transfers to state parties, party
committees were able to engage in a very high
level of campaign advertising, reaching satura-
tion levels in competitive states and districts by
2000 (Dwyre and Kolodny, 2002).

The party committees were not alone in pur-
suing issue advocacy. By the mid-1990s, labor
unions, business corporations, and a host of
non-profit groups were using funds outside
the hard money system to pay for advertise-
ments and other campaign activities. Some of
these efforts were organized as tax-exempt
entities under sections 501c(3), 501c(4), and 527
of the Internal Revenue Code. The law did not
require disclosure of receipts or expenditures
by these groups. The various 501c committees

HANDBOOK OF PARTY POLITICS138

13-Katz-3336-Ch-12.qxd  11/22/2005  8:17 PM  Page 138



carried legal restrictions on the type and level
of political activity, but the 527 committees had
no such limitations (and were dubbed ‘stealth
PACs’ by critics). In response to the prolifera-
tion of 527 committees, the Congress enacted
disclosure requirements in 2000, but set no
other limits on their activities (Cigler, 2002). 

Table 12.3 reports the major sources of party
receipts in the 2000 election cycle, revealing
the dimensions of the hard and soft money
systems – see Magleby (2003) and Corrado (2001)
for good overviews of 2000 finances. These
figures exclude other sources of party money,
such as transfers, cash on hand, and loans.4

Federal or hard money was still a significant
source of receipts in 2000, accounting for 57 per-
cent of the total of national party receipts. Non-
federal or soft money accounted for the rest.
However, if state-level ‘soft money’ is included,
hard money falls to just 48 percent of the total.
These state-level funds must be viewed with
some caution, since some might well have met
hard money requirements and a large proportion
was used in state-level campaigns (Morehouse
and Jewell, 2003). However, these funds were
potentially available to the parties in the 2000
campaign and thus represent the furthest extent
of the soft money system.
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Table 12.3 Major party receipts in 2000 election cycle (in $millions)
Republicans Democrats

FFeeddeerraall  ((hhaarrdd  mmoonneeyy))::
National committees:a

Individuals:
Under $200 167.9 56.7
$200–$500 40.9 12.2
$501–$1,000 21.4 11.2
$1,001–$5,000 23.3 25.3
$5,001–$10,000 16.3 22.7
$10,001–$19,999 11.4 9.5
$20,000 13.4 13.9

Other committees 25.7 19.6
NNaattiioonnaall  ssuubbttoottaall 332200..33 117711..11

State/local committees:b

Individuals
Under $200 55.3 16.4
$200–$500 25.2 9.7
$501–$1,000 12.0 7.5
$1,001–$4,999 4.0 4.7
$5,000 4.0 5.0

Other committees 3.2 12.0
SSttaattee//llooccaall  ssuubbttoottaall 110033..77 5555..33

HHaarrdd  mmoonneeyy  ttoottaall 442244..00 222266..44

NNoonn--ffeeddeerraall  ((ssoofftt  mmoonneeyy))::cc

National committees 249.9 245.2
State committees 98.1 116.2

SSoofftt  mmoonneeyy  ttoottaall 334488..00 336611..44

GGrraanndd  TToottaall  777722..00 558877..88

Notes:
aIncludes the national, senatorial, and congressional committees. Figures include only 1999–2000 receipts
from individuals, candidate committees and PACs. Party transfers, cash on hand and other sources of funds
excluded. Figures derived from Federal Election Commission.
bIncludes all state and local committees reporting federal activity. Figures include only 1999–2000 receipts
from individuals, candidate committees and PACs. Party transfers, cash on hand and other sources of funds
excluded. Figures derived from Federal Election Commission.
cNational soft money figures come from Federal Election Commission. State figures from Barber (2003) and
exclude transfers from national committees.
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An important partisan difference appears in
these figures. For the Republicans, hard money
receipts accounted for nearly 55 percent of the
total, but for the Democrats, soft money made
up 61 percent. The principal reason for this
pattern was the Republican ability to raise con-
tributions under $200 in hard money. In 2000,
the GOP national committees raised $167.9
million in this category and the state affiliates
raised another $55.3 million. In contrast, the
Democrats raised only about one-third as
much, $56.7 and $16.4 million, respectively. In
fact, the Republican advantage extended to
individual donations of $1000 or less. The
Democrats performed roughly as well and
sometimes better among donations of over
$1000, especially at the maximum levels. 

The substantial Republican hard dollar
advantage was not new in 2000, having existed
since the origins of FECA. But the essential
parity between the major parties in soft money
represented an important change. At the national
level, the Republicans had only a very tiny
advantage in soft money, and if state-level funds
are included, the Democrats were modestly
ahead. In essence, soft money allowed the
Democrats to make up for some of the deficit in
hard money. Near parity in the funding of each
party’s federal candidates also helped offset
the GOP hard money advantage (Herrnson
and Patterson, 2002).

PACs and candidate committees accounted
for only a small portion of party hard money in
2000. When the receipts of federal and state/
local committees were combined, the parties
were nearly even (although such donations
were twice as important in relative terms for the
Democrats, 14 to 7 percent). Here it is worth
mentioning the importance of candidate contri-
butions, especially from members of Congress.
In 2000, Republican members provided some
$14.7 million to their national committees by
one means or another and the Democrats $7.8
million (Bedlington and Malbin, 2003: 134).

Direct campaign spending by interest
groups allied with the major parties is not
included in Table 12.3, but was clearly impor-
tant in the 2000 campaign. PACs spent at least
$38.9 million in hard money in the form of
independent expenditures and internal com-
munications with their members (Cigler, 2002:
174–5). Issue advocacy was very difficult to
assess due to the lack of disclosure, but one
study found $91 million in non-party issue
advocacy television ads during the 2000 gen-
eral election campaign (Annenberg Public
Policy Center, 2001: 6–7). There are no good
estimates for non-broadcast expenditures on

such things as direct mail, voter registration,
and GOTV efforts by 501c(3), 501c(4) and 527
committees, but such expenditures could easily
have equaled the hard money campaign expen-
ditures of PACs (Magleby, 2000). All told, such
‘outside spending’ may have equaled about
one-third of the soft money raised by the
national parties. 

THE NEW BCRA REGIME5

How did BCRA and its validation in McConnell
v. FEC change the campaign finance regime?
By far the most important change is a direct
assault on soft money: national party commit-
tees are prohibited from raising or spending
soft money in any form or for any purpose
(Table 12.2). In addition, state and local party
committees are prohibited from using soft
money for most ‘federal election activity’,
including voter registration activities within
120 days of an election, GOTV activity of any
kind in connection with a federal election, and
communications that promote or attack a
named federal candidate. 

BCRA did include a modest exception to the
soft money ban at the subnational level, the so-
called ‘Levin committees’ (Table 12.2). Up to
$10,000 in soft money per year from any source
legal under state law may be raised by a local
party committee for the purpose of voter regis-
tration and GOTV activities. Such funds must
meet special criteria: (i) the soft money must be
matched with hard money as per FEC alloca-
tion rules; (ii) federal office-holders, candi-
dates, national parties, their affiliates or agents
may not raise such funds; (iii) the funds may
not be used for federal candidate-specific or
generic advertising; (iv) party committees may
not jointly raise these funds; (v) such funds
may not be transferred between party commit-
tees and may not be raised for use in other
states; and (vi) all receipts and expenditures
must be disclosed under federal law.

These extensive limitations were placed on
the Levin committees in the hope that they
would not become a means of reconstituting a
version of the soft money system. In addition,
BCRA contained additional prohibitions to
achieve this purpose. For example, federal
office-holders, candidates, national party com-
mittees, their affiliates or agents may not
solicit, receive, direct, transfer, or spend any soft
money in connection with a federal election
(including Levin committees). National party
committees are prohibited from soliciting or
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transferring soft money to 527 committees as
well.

Here, too, BCRA includes modest excep-
tions. Federal officie-holders and candidates
may solicit funds without limit for the general
treasury of a 501c tax-exempt organization if
the principal purpose of the organization is not
to conduct federal election activity. Such
fundraising is limited to hard money if the
funds are earmarked for voter registration and
GOTV programs. Also, federal office-holders
may attend state/local fundraising events as
long as they do not participate in soft money
fundraising for federal purposes.

By far the most controversial provision of
BCRA was a limit on issue advocacy expendi-
tures by formally non-political organizations.
The act bans corporations (of all types, not just
businesses) and labor unions from directly or
indirectly making or financing ‘electioneering
communication’ with soft money. ‘Electioneering
communication’ is defined as a broadcast, cable
or satellite communication that identifies a spe-
cific federal candidate within 60 days of a general
election or 30 days of a primary, and that is
‘targeted’ (received by 50,000 or more persons in
a district or state where the election is held).

Any entity not engaged in electioneering
communication, or which is funded by sources
other than corporate or union treasury funds,
is not subject to the BCRA restrictions. However,
the act did require disclosure of electioneering
communications by individuals or organi-
zation entities within 24 hours once an aggre-
gate of $10,000 was spent and thereafter after
each time $10,000 was spent. These provisions
cover 527 committees and other tax-exempt
groups.

BCRA also sought to tighten the meaning of
‘coordination’ between candidates and expen-
ditures by individuals or organizations.
‘Coordination’ was defined as payment made
in cooperation with, at the request or sugges-
tion of, a candidate, a candidate’s agent, cam-
paign, or party. Neither explicit agreement nor
formal collaboration between actors was
needed to establish coordination. All such
coordinated expenditures count as in-kind
contributions to a candidate under the hard
money limits.

One of the few provisions of BCRA struck
down by the High Court was a requirement that
party committees choose between coordinated
and independent expenditures on behalf of their
nominees. FEC regulations allowing parties to
engage in coordinated expenditures before a
candidate was formally nominated were also
allowed to stand pending further litigation. So,

hard money independent expenditures are still
legal for party committees as long as the new
standard of coordination is not violated.

Finally, BCRA increased some hard money
contribution limits to parties (Table 12.1).
Individual contributions to each national party
committee were increased to $25,000 and con-
tributions to state or local party committees
were increased to $10,000 (that could be spent
in conjunction with Levin committee funds).
Indeed, the recognition of local committees
as separate hard money fundraisers is a poten-
tially important change. Maximum individual
contributions to candidates were also increased
from $1000 to $2000. The aggregate limits
for an individual’s contributions were altered
as well. Individuals were allowed to give up
to $97,500 per two-year election cycle consis-
tent with the following sublimits: (i) a maximum
of $37,500 to federal candidates; (ii) a maximum
of $57,500 to all party committees and PACs
combined, with no more than $37,500 to
all PACs (if no PAC donations are made, a
maximum of $57,500 could be contributed to
all party committees combined). These
increases do not completely restore the loss
due to inflation of the original 1974 hard
money limits. But BCRA did index the new
limits in the same fashion as party coordinated
expenditures.

BCRA AND THE PARTY FINANCES

The most immediate effect of BCRA will be to
substantially reduce the funds available to
national party committees. If the 2000 numbers
are any guide, it will cost the national parties
approximately $250 million dollars in soft
money (and if state non-federal funds are
counted, the loss will be roughly $350 million).
Such a decline in funds can only hurt party
campaign efforts, and it is likely to hurt the
Democrats more than the Republicans. The
long-standing hard money disparity between
the parties may well remain in 2004, a forecast
supported by the fundraising reports in 2003
(Edsall, 2004a). A clearer effect is the likely
decentralization of party decision-making: in
the absence of the soft money, national party
leaders may be less able to secure the coopera-
tion of their state and local counterparts
(Dwyre and Kolodny, 2003; La Raja, 2003).

Although the parties will still have substan-
tial hard money resources with which to influ-
ence federal elections, they will face strong
incentives to replace the lost soft money (see
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Green and Farmer, 2003: Chapters 6–8). BCRA
suggests three major avenues for replacing
these funds: an increase in hard money, an
expansion of fundraising by state and local
party committees, and a shift of funds to tax-
exempt groups, such as 527 and 501c commit-
tees. No single avenue is likely to replace the
lost soft money in the short run, but, taken
together, each might contribute to the goal.

An increase in hard money is the easiest
avenue to follow (Dwyre and Kolodny, 2003),
and here the best opportunity lies with the
increased individual contribution limits to the
national parties. If all of the roughly 700 maxi-
mum donors in 2000 gave the full aggregate
amount of $57,500, it would generate an addi-
tional $26 million for each party. If the parties
could double the number of maximum givers
from among their soft money donors (another
700 people), $40 million more would be avail-
able. The sum of these figures, $66 million, is
about one-quarter of the soft money raised by
the national parties in 2000 (see Fred, 2004, for
early evidence on this point).6

The major parties will have strong incentives
to maximize their smaller donations as well. If
Howard Dean’s 2003 success at raising internet
donors could be duplicated by the national
party committees, then tens of millions of
dollars could be added (see Farhi, 2004). Such
an innovation might be especially valuable for
the Democrats, who could reduce the small-
donor gap with the GOP. Likewise, if George
W. Bush’s success at high-dollar networking
with ‘Pioneers’ and ‘Rangers’ could be emu-
lated, each party could expand its base of
larger donors (see Campaign Finance Institute,
2004, on the 2004 primary fundraising). 

Yet another possibility is for each party to
further tap their candidates for funds. After all,
the maximum individual donation doubled
from $1000 to $2000, making it easier for
candidates to raise funds and pass them on to
the party committees. In this regard, presi-
dential politics might be a source of new
funds as well. For reasons largely unrelated to
BCRA, the major presidential candidates in
2004 opted out of the public financing system
in the primaries and could raise large amounts
of money (Green and Corrado, 2003). If such
circumstances persisted in the future, the pres-
idential candidates might be able to provide
their national party committees with a large
sum of money on the eve of the general elec-
tion. Indeed, the unprecedented primary
fundraising by presidential candidates George
W. Bush and John Kerry (more than $200
and $180 million, respectively) revealed the

value of candidate fundraising under the
BCRA regime. Thanks to Kerry’s efforts, the
Democratic National Committee laid ambi-
tious plans to fund a $100 million independent
expenditure campaign in the 2004 campaign
based on resoliciting Kerry donors for the
national party; the Republican National
Committee may well follow suit (Edsall,
2004d). It is unclear what proportion of the
presidential primary donors might provide
new funds to the national parties, but $50
million in additional funds would represent a
significant achievement. 

It would surely be counted a great success if
all these sources of hard money generated $110
million in new money for each party – a little
more than two-fifths of the 2000 soft money at
the national level. Initial indications from 2003
are encouraging on this score (Ornstein and
Corrado, 2003).

Another promising avenue for additional
funds is at the state and local level (La Raja,
2003). Some portion of the state-level soft
money could be converted into hard money so
it could be spent in support for federal elec-
tions. It is unclear how much money this
would involve, but judging from the 2000
numbers it could be substantial. In addition,
BCRA allows state committees to double the
maximum individual contributions from $5000
to $10,000. And local committees are allowed
to operate independently of state committees
in the hard money system, creating a new
forum for raising funds. Local parties can also
set up Levin committees, tapping soft money
directly, albeit in just $10,000 amounts.
Suppose, for instance, that 500 local commit-
tees in each major party raised $50,000 in hard
money and $50,000 in soft money. Such figures
may seem daunting in the short run, but none
are especially unrealistic. After all, 500 com-
mittees is less than one-sixth of the counties in
the United States. Under these assumptions,
the Levin committees would raise $50 million –
or about one-fifth of the 2000 national soft
money in each party. 

A third alternative lies with tax-exempt
groups and the possibility of shifting large
amounts of soft money into such entities. In
2003, labor unions, liberal and Democratic
activists organized half a dozen 527 committees
for exactly this purpose (dubbed the ‘shadow
Democratic Party’ – see Meyerson, 2003; Edsall,
2004b; Drinkard, 2004). The most prominent of
these groups was Americans Coming Together
(ACT), which received a $12 million pledge
from financier George Soros to finance GOTV
programs in key states. All together these
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groups projected raising a little over $300
million for grassroots activities and campaign
advertising. If successful, this goal would
roughly equal the national soft money and
allied group issue advocacy in 2000. This goal is
certainly ambitious: in 2003 these Democratic
‘shadow’ committees raised $22 million; all
similar groups raised $72 million (including
ideological groups such as moveon.org); and
the universe of 527 committees (more than 300)
raised a combined total of $102 million (see
Center for Responsive Politics, 2004, for early
evidence).7

Republican activists had a similar idea, but
met with less success. Indeed, one of these com-
mittees, Americans for a Better Country, asked
and received an advisory opinion from the FEC
in early 2004, aimed at restricting the
Democratic ‘shadow’ committees. In essence,
the FEC advisory opinion would apply BCRA to
527 committees, treating them as PACs if their
activities ‘promote, support, attack or oppose
one or more clearly identified candidates’. This
rule would have severely restricted the ability of
such committees to raise soft money (Theimer,
2004), but it was put on hold until after the 2004
election (Edsall, 2004c). Earlier, the Internal
Revenue Service applied the BCRA standard to
the political activities of 501c tax-exempt com-
mittees (Chappie, 2004). So, at this writing, the
legal status of shifting soft money into ‘shadow’
party committees is unclear.

However, if each party’s allied tax-exempt
groups were able to raise $100 million in new
funds, it would account for about two-fifths of
the soft money raised by the national parties in
2000. (On the broader question of how interest
groups will respond to BCRA apart from party
finance, see Boatright et al., 2003.)

Thus, if all three avenues were exploited
simultaneously, the major parties might be able
to replace the soft money lost to BCRA, and
perhaps even exceed it. And in the longer term,
one or another of these avenues might prove
especially fruitful for party finance. But to be
successful, all of these options require exten-
sive engagement of the parties in marshalling
money. Here BCRA creates some major stum-
bling blocks: national parties, elected officials
and their agents cannot be directly involved in
the mechanics of such innovations. This fact
does not mean, however, that such innovations
cannot take place within the limits of the law.

Post-BCRA fundraising of these sorts will
surely require a new cadre of fundraisers.
Local party leaders, wealthy contributors,
interest group leaders, and/or political consul-
tants are likely candidates to fill this role. The

organizing of these fundraisers would also
require a new set of intermediaries apart from
the national parties or public officials. In addi-
tion, the requirements of BCRA may well
require stark divisions of labor. For instance,
much fundraising may need to operate at
arm’s length from campaigns and candidates,
strategists and operatives. Also, different fund-
ing streams may need to be dedicated to par-
ticular tasks. For instance, grassroots activities
may be undertaken by some organizations
(local committees and allied 501c groups),
issue advertising by others (PACs and 527
committees), and formal campaigns by yet
others (national party committees and the
candidates). None of these features are
unprecedented in American party politics.

Such specialization would give the compo-
nent organizations strong incentives to cooper-
ate with one another. Indeed, under such a
system, the various specialties would need
each other in order to finance winning cam-
paigns. Cohesion would also be fostered by
extensive information about politics and cam-
paigns, information that is becoming widely
available anyway, especially via the Internet.
In addition, common interests and ideology
could weld together such a decentralized
system, a prospect enhanced by the recent
polarization of American politics. Indeed, if
one thinks of political parties less as the hired
staffs of national bureaucracies and more as
collections of ‘like-minded men’ (and women)
on the hustings, then such a system is quite
plausible – and the very thing American
parties have been about historically.

Of course, if these kinds of innovations were
to occur, American party finance would
change in important ways, much as it changed
after the 1974 amendments to FECA. BCRA
might not limit the aggregate level of party
finance, but could profoundly alter the way
money is raised and spent. It would be ironic
indeed if the financial demands of capital-
intensive, media-driven politics produced a
highly decentralized and ideological fundrais-
ing structure. In any event, American party
finance stands on the cusp of major changes.

NOTES

1. This section relies heavily on Corrado (2000), the
best short summary of the pre-BCRA party
finance.

2. ‘Non-multicandidate’ committees, principally
candidate campaign committees, faced the same
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limits as individuals and party organizations.
Individuals were limited to a maximum contri-
bution of $1000 and PACs to $5000 per election to
candidate committees.

3. For a full account of soft money donors, see the
Center for Responsive Politics website (www.
opensecrets.org).

4. The source of the hard money and national
figures is reports by the FEC. However, Table 12.3
only reports receipts and not transfers, loans,
cash on hand, or soft money transferred to the
national committees to pay the non-federal share
of joint activities with state/local parties. If all of
these figures were included, the total receipts of
the Republican committees would be $465 million
and for the Democrats $275 million. The author
wishes to thank Robert Biersack of the FEC
for his invaluable help in assembling these data.
The state-level soft money comes from Barber
(2003).

5. This section was written before the completion of
the 2004 campaign. For the final result consult
the Campaign Finance Institute (www.cfinist.
org). This section relies heavily on Malbin
(2003). Additional information came from the
Campaign Legal Center (www.campaignlegal-
center.org). For an excellent summary of the
issues and perspective behind McConnell v. FEC,
see Corrado et al. (2003). For a summary of BCRA
from the perspective of the FEC, see ‘BCRA
Campaign Guide Supplement’, Federal Election
Commission Record, 29(1), 2003.

6. These estimates exclude the handful of individu-
als who gave the maximum of $20,000 in both
1999 and 2000. 

7. The $72 million figure comes from the Center for
Responsive Politics (www.opensecrets.org) and
the $102 million figure from Political Money Line
(www.politicalmoneyline.com).
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INTRODUCTION

For almost 150 years, two facts about American
elections seemed incontrovertible. First, cam-
paigns were an integral part of elections. It is
the campaign that conveys information to vot-
ers who, in turn, use it to reach individual and
collective judgments about the relative merits
of candidates. The apparent rationality of elec-
tion outcomes in the United States – candidates
presiding over failing economies or unpopular
wars lose, while candidates presiding over
economic growth and popular wars win –
strongly suggested that political information
was reaching the public. Furthermore, it vali-
dated the perception that campaigns, as the
most obvious conduit of this information, were
important institutions.

Second, the role of parties in democratic
processes was no less critical. The parties devel-
oped the capacity to contact individual voters,
to advertise through partisan newspapers and
pamphlets, to publicize and carry out events
such as picnics, carnivals, parades, and rallies,
and to print and distribute ballots. These capac-
ities cannot be overemphasized. Candidates
were recruited and controlled by parties. It is
true, of course, that certain popular individuals
had a greater say in how the party handled
their candidacy and campaign. But it is equally
true that parties dominated the relationship. 

The perceived importance of campaigns and
parties was largely unchallenged by practition-
ers, pundits, and scholars well into the 20th
century. Three developments, however, called
the conventional wisdom into question. First,

as scholars collected data from surveys in the
1940s and 1950s, they began to realize that the
American public was not nearly as informed
about or interested in politics as they had
assumed. This finding shook the broader
assumption of voters as attentive observers of
the day-to-day events and policy pronounce-
ments of the election campaign. 

Second, the development of broadcast tech-
nologies – especially the emergence and prolif-
eration of television – fundamentally changed
the way in which information is disseminated.
In particular, by the 1960s television had allowed
individuals to communicate and to develop
personal connections with an audience without
the human resources necessitated by face-to-
face contact. This, obviously, had the potential
to empower candidates at the expense of polit-
ical parties. 

Third, in the late 1960s and early 1970s, the
American parties reformed their internal nomi-
nation processes to increase democratic input.
The direct result was an almost complete reliance
on primary elections to determine candidates.
The indirect result was a forfeiture of party con-
trol over nominating processes. In the words of
Alan Ehrenhalt (1991), candidates were asked to
‘nominate themselves’. Furthermore, as candi-
dates began to contest primary elections, they
developed campaign organizations and exper-
tise independent of the political party. These
candidates not only were not beholden to the
party when they won the nomination, but also
often had personal campaign organizations
and did not need help from the party as they
turned their attention to the general election
contest.
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Together, these three developments led
scholars to suggest that by the late 1960s we
had entered a period of ‘candidate-centered
politics’ in the USA (Wattenberg, 1991). The
central idea is that candidates drove electoral
and electioneering processes during this era.
A corollary idea is that as candidates have been
ascendant, parties have scrambled to remain
relevant. Indeed, much of the recent literature
on the American parties has emphasized the
attempts of parties to recraft their functional
and theoretical roles in light of more ‘personal-
ized’ and candidate-driven politics.

At the same time, these developments have
also prompted a number of interesting studies
analyzing the effects of these candidate cam-
paigns on voters and elections. More specifi-
cally, the persistent finding that voters do not
know very much about politics and do not pay
much attention to politics (or campaigns) has
led scholars to look at the impact of other factors
on elections. Indeed, the success of voting mod-
els that rely on factors such as incumbency, pres-
idential approval, and economic performance
has produced a sizable group of political scien-
tists who view campaigns skeptically.

In this chapter, we review the classic literature
on campaigns, elections, and voting behavior.
This review, however, consciously attempts to
recognize subtle and complex arguments on
campaign effects. We will then discuss the
sources of renewed interest in (1) campaign
effects and (2) the role of parties in campaigns,
before moving on to a delineation of the most
recent findings produced by this renaissance. We
close the chapter by discussing the prospects for
continued party involvement with election cam-
paigns. Our focus throughout is on presidential
elections, although we comment from time to
time on US congressional races.

WHAT CLASSIC STUDIES TELL US
ABOUT CAMPAIGN EFFECTS

A functioning democracy presumes voters
have enough information to reward successful
office-holders or to punish unsuccessful ones
(e.g., Key, 1966; Fiorina, 1981). The initial
empirical work of political scientists casts
doubt on even this low-level rationality, and
the empirical findings underpinning this
doubt became the focus of subsequent scholar-
ship. The finding that voters may not have the
requisite information to hold public officials
accountable for performance in office creates a
profound disconnect: if people are so ignorant,

why are presidents who preside over economic
recessions or unpopular wars or political scan-
dals thrown out of office? Why does the system
appear to function rationally in the aggregate if
there is, in fact, no individual-level rationality? 

Voting, written by Bernard Berelson, Paul
Lazarsfeld, and William McPhee, was pub-
lished in 1954. It employed a panel study to
examine the political opinions, attitudes, and
candidate preferences of residents of Elmira,
New York, during the 1948 presidential elec-
tion campaign. The broad argument – that
voters tend to get their preferences from con-
tact with ‘opinion leaders’ within their social
groups – is familiar to any college student
who has taken a course on public opinion and
voting behavior. What is less well known is
that the authors explicitly acknowledge the
fact that political campaigns can have an effect
on both individual voters and aggregate
outcomes. 

For example, the authors estimate that 16%
of their sample ‘wavered’ between the parties
during the campaign, while an additional
13% ‘wavered’ between a party and neutrality.
The shifts were particularly evident amongst
Elmira’s small Democratic population, with
36% of these voters wavering between the par-
ties and another 14% wavering between the
Democrats and neutrality (Berelson et al., 1954:
16–18). More to the point, the whole of Chapter
12 of Voting analyzes the trend towards
Truman that took place late in the 1948 cam-
paign, arguing that the Democratic rally
was due to previously disaffected Democrats
(and Democratic-leaning groups) responding
to the class issues emphasized by Truman’s
‘Fair Deal’ campaign. A decade later, survey
researchers in Ann Arbor also acknowledged
the potential for campaign effects. The reliance
of The American Voter on party identification as
an explanation for vote choice has led many to
conclude that the Michigan scholarship did not
consider presidential campaigns as significant.
But this is to ignore the actual argument of the
text. In Chapter 19 of The American Voter, the
authors pointedly contend that party identifi-
cation is one of several factors that determine
vote choice. The specific argument is that atti-
tudes towards the candidates, domestic issues,
foreign policy issues, parties as managers of
government, and group-related attitudes drive
votes, with party therefore serving as a critical
but non-omnipotent conditioning variable
(Campbell et al., 1960: 531). This position should
come as no surprise given that the elections
serving as the backdrop for this analysis saw the
minority party candidate wallop the majority
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party candidate. The potential significance of
campaigns is even apparent in the funnel of
causality, in which party identification screens
the acquisition and acceptance of political
information. In their schematic, Campbell et al.
place factors other than party identification,
including issues and candidate perceptions,
closer to the bottom of the funnel, indicating
that political context is a critical variable for
understanding voting. 

In ‘The nature of belief systems in mass
publics’, Philip Converse (1964) describes the
American public as largely uninformed and
unengaged, and uses this as the basis for argu-
ing that persuasive information – a category
into which campaign messages most certainly
fall – faces significant partisan resistance (at
the level of the ideologue) or falls on deaf ears
(at most other levels of sophistication). Zaller’s
The Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion (1992)
demonstrates, however, that a sophisticated
reading of Converse does not necessarily lead
to a minimal effects perspective. Zaller, in fact,
uses Senate election data to suggest that voters
with ‘middle level’ awareness may be quite
susceptible to information flows. So while
Zaller himself is agnostic as to whether there
are significant persuasive campaign effects in
presidential elections (at least in this study), it
is certainly a possibility given his understand-
ing of Converse’s theoretical construct. 

WHAT CONTEMPORARY STUDIES TELL
US ABOUT CAMPAIGN EFFECTS

Despite scholarly fascination with non-
campaign factors during the past sixty years,
there have been significant studies of presiden-
tial candidate activities (e.g., Kelley, 1983) and
media influence (Iyengar, 1991; Iyengar and
Kinder, 1987). But because the Columbia and
Michigan schools estimate that only 10–15% of
voters are persuadable; with net effects thus
constrained to only a few points, political sci-
entists have looked for subtle, less direct cam-
paign effects, as well as for other causal
explanations for variance in voting behavior.

Of course, alternative explanations were read-
ily identified. The activation of party identifica-
tion was developed as a dynamic explanation
for aggregate- and individual-level movement
over the course of a presidential campaign.
Gelman and King (1993) observe that shifts in the
fortunes of candidates over the campaign largely
involve uneven sequences of partisan activa-
tion. Persuasion is confined to independents

and some weaker identifiers, and tends to be
driven by conditional and objective circum-
stances, such as the state of the economy and
presidential job approval. Party identification
thus determines the base vote a candidate can
expect, with genuine (but limited) potential
existing for significant improvement (Iyengar
and Petrocik, 2000).

Aside from party identification, the role of
economic variables in shaping candidate prefer-
ences has been a consistent theme in the voting
literature. In the 1970s, political economists
began modeling presidential elections as a func-
tion of macroeconomic factors such as economic
growth and unemployment rates (see Fair, 1978;
Tufte, 1978). During the 2000 election there were
at least seven distinct presidential forecasting
models.1 What is interesting is that the forecast-
ing models do not universally posit that cam-
paigns do not affect presidential voting
behavior. Most of them, for example, offer pres-
idential job approval as a predictor of the vote,
and approval rates could clearly be affected by
the campaign. Moreover, a few models rely on
past vote totals to predict the upcoming race,
leaving open the possibility that past campaigns
might affect current elections. Even forecast
models with no endogenous (or lagged endoge-
nous) variables frequently admit that cam-
paigns are necessary to educate voters about the
external reality upon which their predictions are
based. Furthermore, some modelers have even
suggested that campaigns are not equally
skilled at accomplishing this. 

Besides party identification and economic
variables, political scientists have continued to
develop the sociological framework estab-
lished by the Columbia school. Specifically,
political communication scholarship has
explored the interpersonal networks through
which people acquire their political informa-
tion. The key findings from this literature are
that (1) opinion leaders exist and are critical to
informing the less aware members of a group,
(2) communication differences between and
among groups appear to be a function of the
distribution of political awareness throughout
a particular group, and (3) interpersonal com-
munication remains vital, even as television
has come to dominate the broader dissemina-
tion of information (Huckfeldt and Sprague,
1995; Johnson and Huckfeldt, 2001; see also
Putnam, 2000).

The upshot of these studies is that under-
standing elections and voting does not require
an understanding of campaigns. Though not
irrelevant, presidential campaigns are epiphe-
nomenal. The minimal effects perspective is
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therefore not a direct attack on campaigns.
Rather, it is an inferred perspective; an attrib-
uted position based on its emphasis of non-
campaign factors in studies of voting and
elections. There have been almost no serious
scholarly analyses suggesting that campaign-
ing does not influence voters in congressional
or local elections. In fact, the ability to raise and
spend funds is a large part of the explanation
for incumbency advantages in the US House
and Senate (Jacobson, 1983; Mayhew, 1974).
The minimal effects inference is confined to
research on presidential voting. This, of course,
makes sense. There are particular circum-
stances surrounding the presidential election
that make it especially unlikely that a cam-
paign will be decisive.2

More specifically, the minimal effects scholar-
ship does not contend that no one is persuaded
by the presidential campaign, but rather that
the net effect is typically incidental to the elec-
tion outcome. The broader theoretical point of
the minimal effects perspective should not be
misconstrued, however. Most scholars writing
from this point of view seem to believe that
campaigns are important. First, presidential
campaigns serve as exemplars for citizen
responsibility and control over political power.
Second, and perhaps more pragmatically, they
mobilize support for the two major party candi-
dates. Indeed, this mobilization process might
not occur without prompting by the parties. In
addition, the way in which campaigns mobilize
voters (the particular appeals, the commitments
made, the understanding of their own coalition)
could be a critical factor for understanding sub-
sequent governance and public policy decisions.
Still, scholars who emphasize non-campaign
factors typically argue that differential mobiliza-
tion effects between the parties are unlikely, and
this severely limits the chance that campaigns
will determine who wins the presidency.

Despite its reasonableness and scholarly
foundations, political pundits and casual
observers of politics – both of whom tend to
see presidential campaigns as decisive – show
disdain for this view. Perhaps more interest-
ingly, political communication scholars are
somewhat perplexed by this because a slightly
different minimal effects debate has already
been resolved in their field.

As with the initial empirical studies of elec-
tion campaigns, early analyses of news media
had a difficult time finding effects. In their
watershed article on agenda setting, McCombs
and Shaw (1972) point out that voluminous
research up to that time revealed precious little
correlation between the tone and content of

reporting on a given subject and the attendant
nature of public opinion. In fact, research up
until the early 1970s showed that citizens were
quite capable of reading newspapers and
watching television without much effect on
their opinions and attitudes.

The suspicion that news media effects exist
persisted, however, and led political communi-
cation scholars to posit and investigate more
subtle influences. McCombs and Shaw (1972)
presented persuasive evidence that the media’s
influence is not in telling people what to think,
but rather what to think about. The idea that
media effects occur primarily through ‘agenda
setting’ turned the minimal effects perspective
upside down and paved the way for other,
more subtle understandings of impact. Iyengar
and Kinder (1987) used extensive empirical
evidence of public opinion and news media
coverage surrounding the Iran-Contra affair to
contend that the media ‘prime’ citizens to use
certain criteria when evaluating a particular
figure or issue.3 Iyengar (1991) also explored
the possibility that the ‘frame’ used by the news
media to present a given story can create politi-
cally significant connections in voters’ minds.
This research tends to be dominated by experi-
ments, which allow greater control over (and
isolation of) stimuli and effects. It has unques-
tionably transformed the nature of the debate
on media effects and leaves many political
communication scholars wondering what all
the fuss is about when it comes to campaign
effects. Surely the debates among campaign
scholars could be resolved by a more sophisti-
cated conceptualization of effects and greater
flexibility and subtlety in research design.

NEW PERSPECTIVES ON
CAMPAIGN EFFECTS

Given the array of studies questioning the sig-
nificance of campaigns in US elections, is there
any reason to cling to a more traditional per-
spective? We argue that there is. Recent research
provides evidence that campaigns may, in fact,
be more influential than heretofore believed.
In particular, we point to four areas in which
clear gains in our understanding of campaigns
have been made: (1) estimating the net effects
of campaigns, (2) measuring information
effects from campaigns, (3) gauging the effects
of specific campaign activities, and (4) identi-
fying how candidates and campaigns approach
the campaign. This section considers each of
these in turn.
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Estimations of the net effects
of campaigns

Over the past fifteen years, there have been
several estimates of the overall magnitude of
presidential campaign effects. Moreover, these
have tended to be fairly conservative. Steven
Finkel (1993) uses the Major Panel Survey of 1980
to analyze individual-level movement in presi-
dential preferences. He finds that while many
respondents change their preferences, the net
movement is 2–3 points at most. At the aggregate
level, Gelman and King (1993) demonstrate that
there is significant volatility in pre-election
survey estimations of presidential preferences,
but that net campaign effects are almost zero
because the vote tends to converge on a pre-
dictable point on or around election day.4 Erikson
and Wlezien (2001) use time series estimation
techniques to calculate an aggregate preferences
shift of about 5 points in recent presidential cam-
paigns. Unlike Gelman and King, however, they
attribute the considerable preference volatility
over the election cycle to campaign factors. 

In addition to studies of preference shifts,
some have suggested that general campaign
effects can be understood as the residual vari-
ance from multivariate models of the presiden-
tial vote, presuming that those models contain
only exogenous variables. Bartels (1993) uses
this logic to estimate that presidential campaign
effects are typically on the order of 2–3 points.
The forecasting models discussed earlier can be
viewed in this light, with the mean error
estimates – which generally run between 1 and 4
points – serving as estimates of campaign effects.

Campaigns as information sources

Despite the continued prominence of articles
and books on the presidential campaign’s influ-
ence on votes, some scholars have argued that
the focus on vote choice is an overly narrow
way to consider campaign effects. In particular,
a number of analyses focusing on how cam-
paigns affect voters’ information have been pro-
duced since 1990. In addition to the information
processing models proposed by Zaller (1990)
and Lodge et al. (1995), several scholars trace the
path of campaign information. Building on
studies of Alvarez (1997), Lupia and McCubbins
(1998), and Popkin (1991), William Bianco (1998)
finds that voters in Senate elections can fulfill
the expectations of both rational choice scholars
and political psychologists by using informa-
tion readily provided in the early stages of polit-
ical campaigns. Kahn and Kenney (1997: 1173)

go one step further; after examining the impact
of intensity in 97 Senate races between 1988 and
1992, they contend that:

Intense campaigns encourage individuals to rely
more heavily on both sophisticated criteria and
simple decision rules when forming impressions of
candidates. As campaigns become more hard-
fought, people are more likely to consider policy
and ideology as well as partisanship and retrospec-
tive evaluations of the president and the economy.
While the campaign setting clearly affects citizens’
decision-making processes, different types of
people react differently to the intensity of the cam-
paign. As races become more competitive, novices
begin to rely more heavily on issues, sociotropic
assessments, party identification, and presidential
approval, whereas political experts are less affected
by changes in the campaign environment.5

Based on these studies of how campaigns affect
the information levels of voters, political scien-
tists have recently taken to estimating the
‘informed preferences’ of voters to determine if
a fully informed electorate would elect the
same candidates as the actual electorate. In his
study of information effects in presidential elec-
tions, Larry Bartels (1996: 194) contends that:

At the individual level, the average deviation of
actual vote probabilities from hypothetical ‘fully
informed’ vote probabilities is about ten percent-
age points. In the electorate as a whole, these devi-
ations are significantly diluted by aggregation, but
by no means eliminated: incumbent presidents did
almost five percentage points better, and Democratic
candidates did almost two percentage points better,
than they would have if voters had in fact been
‘fully informed.’

Scott Althaus (2001) expands Bartels’ analysis
by including non-voters in his study of how
full information affects congressional vote
preferences. Like Bartels, he finds differences
between informed and uninformed voters,
although Althaus does not find the same sys-
tematic party differences at the congressional
level that Bartels finds at the presidential.

In addition to these innovative designs, there
have also been a few experimental studies
investigating the kinds of information that
voters want to access about candidates and how
that information affects the vote decision.
Richard Lau and David Redlawsk (1997) con-
ducted a series of computer-based experiments
investigating these questions during the mid-
1990s. They found that voters favor biographi-
cal information over hard issue information,
and that information containing an affective
component tends to be more influential than
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issue-based information. This corroborates other
recent analyses arguing that emotion plays a
considerable role in the presidential voting deci-
sion (e.g., Marcus and MacKuen, 1993).

Specific campaign effects

While analyses of political information and cam-
paigns have helped us understand what presi-
dential campaigns do, analyses of specific types
of campaign activity have sharpened our under-
standing of how (and how much) campaigns
influence voters. This trend toward disaggregat-
ing the specific manifestations of presidential
campaigning has been matched by a tendency
toward more innovative data and research
designs. Consider the following aspects of elec-
tioneering that have received substantive empir-
ical treatment over the past ten years.

Phones and direct mail

The most notable works in this area have been
the ‘field experiments’ conducted by Alan
Gerber and Donald Green (2000, 2001). During
the 1998 elections in Oregon, Gerber and Green
randomly selected voters from statewide voter
lists, assigning them to control and treatment
groups. The treatment groups received either
(1) campaign mail from a candidate but no
phone calls, (2) campaign phone calls but no
direct mail, or (3) direct mail and phone calls.
The control group received no campaign con-
tacts. The authors took pains to ensure that
their mail and phone calls were as realistic as
possible, using genuine campaign consultants
to design the materials. Controlling for a host
of factors, Gerber and Green found that direct
mail increased the candidate’s vote share 10%
beyond what would otherwise be expected,
but that phone calls actually had a negative
impact on aggregate vote share. They also
tested the effects of face-to-face contacting,
which they found had a highly significant and
positive impact on vote share.

Mobilization

Rosenstone and Hansen (1993) offer one of the
most ambitious claims of all the recent cam-
paign analyses when they contend that the
decline in party mobilization efforts is a signifi-
cant cause of the decline in aggregate turnout
in the USA. This result is corroborated by Brady
et al. (1995), who argue that party and candi-
date mobilization efforts can substantially
reduce the costs of voting and make it easier

for people with limited social capital to
overcome the impediments to voting. More
recently, Endersby and Petrocik (2001) argue
that mobilization is perhaps the critical compo-
nent to contemporary presidential election
campaigns. They use National Election Study
and exit polling data to build a compelling
empirical case that while persuasion is mini-
mal in presidential elections, the mobilization
efforts of parties and candidates are critical to
activating partisan predispositions.

Television advertising

This is where the renewed interest in campaign
effects has been most evident. One of the first of
the ‘modern’ works was Darrell West’s study of
the nature and effects of television advertising
in federal elections. West (1983) essentially
upheld the conventional wisdom that TV adver-
tisements elicit minimal effects, but he also
observed that campaigns do not expect these
advertisements to persuade a large proportion
of voters. Narrow, targeted effects are what
campaigns seek and, West admits, we have little
relevant evidence on their effectiveness. But it
was Ansolabehere and Iyengar (1995) who
revolutionized the study of campaign and polit-
ical advertising with their experiments on TV
advertisement effects in California during the
1990 and 1992 elections. They directly con-
fronted the conventional wisdom of minimal
effects by demonstrating that campaign adver-
tisements significantly correlate with changes in
candidate appraisals as well as the likelihood of
turning out to vote. In particular, they argue
that negative advertising mobilizes partisans
but depresses turnout among independents. 

The Ansolabehere and Iyengar experiments
have prompted a slew of challenges. For exam-
ple, Finkel and Geer (1998) take issue with
Ansolabehere and Iyengar on the question of
campaign tone and turnout. Using aggregate
turnout rates and evaluations of campaign
tone, they contend that negative campaigns
tend to be coincident with relatively higher
turnout. Wattenberg and Brians (1999) examine
individual-level survey data and ultimately
side with Finkel and Geer’s claim that negative
advertisements increase turnout. Interestingly,
although there is debate concerning the effects
of negativity, all of these studies find effects.

Candidate appearances

Several studies have updated the influential
work of Stanley Kelley (1983) on the effects of
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candidates’ visits on local preferences. For
example, Bartels (1985) estimated the pattern
and impact of Jimmy Carter’s travel in the
1976 election. He argues that effects are not
substantial, but that this is understandable
because appearances are motivated by multi-
ple factors, some of which are unconcerned
with improving the candidate’s trial ballot
standing. Shaw (1999a, 1999b) has examined
both the pattern and effect of presidential can-
didate appearances from 1988 to 1996. He
argues that three extra visits to a state are
worth approximately one point in the polls.
Two current projects, one by Thomas Holbrook
and the other by Scott Althaus, Peter Nardulli,
and Daron Shaw, are recreating candidate
travel from presidential elections going back
to 1948. The availability of more reliable data
on candidate schedules and public opinion
from the libraries of presidential candidates
may allow us to calculate precise estimates of
appearance effects.

In 2000, the scope of inquiry expanded to
include appearance effects in primary elections.
Using data from the New Hampshire primaries,
Vavreck et al. (2002) demonstrate that personal
contact with the candidate can do more than
mobilize; it can actually persuade people to sup-
port a candidate. Voters who had met a particu-
lar candidate were significantly more likely to
support the candidate. The authors argue that
the effect holds even controlling for the fact that
one is more likely to meet a candidate for whom
one is predisposed to vote.

Campaign events

Thomas Holbrook (1994, 1996) finds that con-
ventions and presidential debates are the
proverbial 800-pound gorillas of campaign
events; both clearly influence voters’ prefer-
ences. This contention is backed by specific
studies of campaign events by Campbell et al.
(1992), Geer (1988), Lanoue (1991), and Shelley
and Hwang (1991). Holbrook’s estimates of
the effects of other events are much more
ambiguous, suggesting that other campaign
event effects are inconsistent and contextually
dependent. 

Holbrook’s research is consistent with
Shaw’s (1999a) work on the matter, with a few
addenda.6 First, Shaw finds that gaffes or mis-
takes are strongly correlated with changes in
candidate preference. Second, Shaw finds that
scandals are not especially significant for vote
change (for a contrary view, see Fackler and
Lin, 1995). Third, Shaw finds that messages (or

policy initiatives) tend to be uncorrelated with
contemporaneous shifts in candidate prefer-
ence. Fourth and finally, Shaw’s research indi-
cates that not all event effects persist; some
efforts are durable over a period of ten days
while others fade and still others grow. Put
another way, the functional form of campaign
effects depends on the nature of the event. 

Media effects

Several studies show that media exposure, while
not influencing candidate preferences per se,
influences a range of other political attitudes
and impressions (Freedman and Goldstein,
1999; Brians and Wattenberg, 1996). Collectively,
these analyses suggest that (1) we have been
looking at the wrong variable when consider-
ing campaign effects, and (2) news media cov-
erage matters because it affects impressions of
candidates and issues and these, in turn, influ-
ence vote choice. 

We should add, somewhat belatedly, that
while there is no consensus that the news
media have an ideological slant (but for a con-
trary view see Goldberg, 2003), a plethora of
recent studies have empirically considered this
possibility. Most notably, several studies of the
1992 presidential election show a significant
anti-Bush tone to coverage (see, for instance,
Sabato, 1993; Kerbel, 1995; Lichter and Noyes,
1995). More specifically, they show that eco-
nomic coverage was far more negative than the
objective condition of the economy and that
this was the primary frame used to portray
Bush and his administration (Hetherington,
1999; Lichter and Noyes, 1995). It is also the
case that Bush received unfavorable coverage
even when he was ahead in the polls (up until
late June 1992), so it is difficult to blame the
horserace for the tone of media coverage.
Clinton, on the other side of the ledger,
received positive coverage but only after he
took the lead in the presidential preference
polls just before the Democratic Convention.
No such slant was discernible in 1996, at least
not after controlling for Clinton’s large and
persistent advantage over Dole in the race.
Internal studies of broadcast and print media
conducted by the Bush campaign indicate that
coverage of the 2000 race was mixed, essen-
tially following the polls. All of these suggest
news media coverage is influenced by profes-
sional biases (see Robinson and Sheehan, 1983;
Sigal, 1973), and these tend to produce favor-
able coverage for frontrunners and unfavor-
able coverage for underdogs. These biases,

HANDBOOK OF PARTY POLITICS152

14-Katz-3336-Ch-13.qxd  11/22/2005  8:17 PM  Page 152



however, have not been connected to support
shifts among voters.

Candidate and campaign approaches

In addition to these advances in the study of
specific manifestations of the presidential cam-
paign, there have been changes in the way we
view both candidates and voters, and how
they interact. These new conceptualizations, in
turn, have affected our view of what cam-
paigns are about.

Arguably, the most intriguing conceptual
advance in the past decade’s studies of presi-
dential elections is John Petrocik’s notion of
‘issue ownership’. Petrocik (1996) posits that
candidates use election campaigns to convince
voters that their issues are more important than
the opposition’s issues. Campaigns do not com-
pete for the median voter along some summary
left–right issue dimension; rather, they fight to
set the agenda, knowing that Democratic and
Republican candidates have different credibili-
ties on different issues. Democrats, for instance,
want to make elections about health care and
the environment, while Republicans want
to make them about taxes and defense. This
comports with common sense, but it is quite
different from how political scientists have tra-
ditionally conceived of electoral competition
and (consequently) campaigns.

Another intriguing area of research focuses
on the role of gender and ethnicity in how can-
didates are perceived and how voters react
to candidates and campaigns. Two studies in
this area merit particular attention, the first
because of its impact on subsequent research
and the second because of its innovative
research design. The first study is Kahn’s
(1993) analysis of gender differences in cam-
paign messages and voters’ reactions. She
finds that gender does indeed matter to both
candidates and voters. Female candidates are
more likely than males to emphasize ‘nurtur-
ing’ issues such as health care and education.
Moreover, voters perceive female candidates
as more credible and empathetic on these
issues, irrespective of the actual positions or
personalities.

The second study focuses on the effects of
racial priming in news media coverage of
issues such as crime. Nicholas Valentino (2001)
uses experiments in which issues and images
are altered slightly to determine if racial cues
are being primed by the local news media’s
presentation of certain issues. More impor-
tantly for this study, he extends the analysis to

claim that such priming can affect candidate
evaluations (presumably to the detriment of
Democratic candidates) by raising the salience
of racially charged subjects. While the evidence
for Clinton evaluations in 1996 is weak, the
connection posited by Valentino is interesting,
particularly in light of the corroborative work
by Tali Mendelberg (2001), who contends that
racial priming has been a (successful) feature
of Republican candidate advertising in recent
elections.7

NEW PERSPECTIVES ON THE ROLE
OF PARTIES IN CAMPAIGNS

It is clear that parties today are stronger than
they have been in the last thirty years, though
by no means as strong as they were during
their machine-politics heyday. Yet parties have
adapted to remain relevant to elections by
working with candidates and voters alike.
While it is unlikely that, short of a serious
upheaval in the political system, parties will
deviate from their current status as service
organizations, it seems probable that they will
seek to exert greater influence over elections.
Based on current trends in party electoral
activity, we see three areas in which the acade-
mic understanding of parties needs to focus:
(1) the developing role of parties in campaign
finance, (2) advances in service provision, and
(3) efforts to influence nomination politics.

Developments in party financing
of campaigns

Several scholars have already begun to explore
new avenues for party fundraising, avenues
that will certainly expand under the Bipartisan
Campaign Reform Act (BCRA) of 2002. Herrnson
(2000) notes the rise in ‘party connected contri-
butions’, or campaign contributions that occur
from members, former members, or leadership
political action committees (PACs) established
by current members of Congress. Leadership
PACs, in particular, have become an increas-
ingly important way for parties to influence
campaigns. In the 1999–2000 election cycle,
contributions from leadership PACs of both
parties were ten times the amount contributed
in the 1983–84 election cycle and two and a half
times the amount contributed in 1995–96
(Potoski et al., 2003). As Potoski et al. note, the
implications of the BCRA suggest that leader-
ship PACs may play an even greater role in
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the future, given that PACs can contribute
$5000 per campaign (whereas individual
contributions are limited to $2000 per cam-
paign), and members can control multiple
leadership PACs.

Of particular interest will be research into the
use of new and existing committees by parties
seeking creative means to cope with the imple-
mentation of the BCRA. Members of Congress
and the parties have already established new
‘shadow’ committees designed to get around
BCRA restrictions by accepting the ‘soft’ money
that once went to national party committees
(Edsall, 2002). In addition, Senate candidates in
2000 began creating ‘victory committees’ – joint
fundraising committees that were operated by
the candidate and the party. These victory com-
mittees would raise both hard and soft money,
the latter being transferred to the national party
which would send it on to various state and local
parties – though frequently these funds would
be transferred back to the state of the candidate
involved in the joint effort (Dwyre and Kolodny,
2002). The role of the Hill committees will also be
important.8 Existing studies suggest that the Hill
committees are quite active, raising and spend-
ing both hard and soft money (Dwyre and
Kolodny, 2002) and channeling resources with
the goal of maximizing seats rather than encour-
aging party support in Congress (Damore and
Hansford, 1999).9 With BCRA’s soft money ban,
researchers will have to reassess the role of Hill
committees as the latter reinvent themselves to
work only with hard money.

State parties stand to win in the wake of the
BCRA, as soft money finds its way to state
party organizations, especially the parties in the
14 states that do not impose limits on corporate
contributions and those in the 19 states that do
not impose limits on contributions from labor
unions (Dunbar, 2002). The role of state parties
in financing state legislative campaigns varies
greatly by state (Gierzynski and Breaux, 1998).
State parties do play an important (if not over-
whelming) role in financing some federal
campaigns; in the case of campaigns for the
US Senate in 2000, the Democratic Party even
entrusted the responsibility for making coordi-
nated expenditures to the state parties (Brox,
2004). State legislative committees, similar to
the Hill committees, are also emerging as a
force in campaign finance (Gierzynski and
Breaux, 1998).

Advances in party service provision

Research into the service role of parties has
expanded as parties have become more active

and more valuable to the candidates they
serve. And though television advertising is
likely to remain the dominant form of party
campaigning in the near future, parties are
expressing renewed interest in applying the
shoe-leather techniques of an earlier era,
enhanced with advances in technology (Balz
and Allen, 2003; Nagourney, 2002). For exam-
ple, the Bush campaign and the Republican
National Committee are using the Internet to
recruit volunteers, and they are creating mobi-
lization strategies that incorporate early voting
programs and a ‘72 Hour’ plan for election day
get-out-the-vote drives (Balz and Allen, 2003).
In addition, both the Republicans and the
Democrats are implementing technology in
their search for voters; in 2004 the parties will
be using advanced software to target likely
voters. This software incorporates extremely
large – 160 million records – voter lists aug-
mented with political, demographic, con-
sumer, and personal data to help the parties
coordinate email, phone, and direct mail
efforts for both fundraising and mobilization
(Theimer, 2003).

The literature on parties is only beginning to
assess the impact of these efforts. Gerber and
Green (2000, 2001) have cleared a path for a
number of innovative studies (many using nat-
ural experiments) to gauge the effectiveness of
these mobilization strategies. Their latest work
suggests that face-to-face efforts are effective at
stimulating turnout in local elections (Green
et al., 2003). The vanguard of this work seeks to
discover the effects of these mobilization
efforts on particular demographic groups.
Elizabeth Bennion (2003) finds that personal
contact using a non-partisan get-out-the-vote
message was (somewhat) effective at mobiliz-
ing young voters in South Bend, Indiana,
during the 2002 campaign. Melissa Michelson
also explores the effectiveness of personal con-
tact mobilization, focusing on a Latino popula-
tion in California. She finds that face-to-face
canvassing was effective at mobilizing Latino
voters for a school board election in 2001
(Michelson, 2002), though that canvassing
effort did not translate to increased turnout in
2002 among those subjected to the mobiliza-
tion treatment in 2001 (Michelson, 2003). And
Wong (2003) finds modest effects of telephone
and mail mobilization efforts on Asian-
Americans in Los Angeles County, California,
with the effects varying by ethnic group.
Future research will continue to tease out how
party mobilization efforts vary based on the
groups targeted, the type of appeals offered
(partisan vs. non-partisan) and the mode of
contact (face-to-face, telephone, mail, internet).
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Another unique feature of parties that is
being developed in the literature is an under-
standing of parties as brokers of services
(Herrnson, 1986b), or as liaisons between can-
didates, consultants, and PACs. Herrnson (2002)
reports that parties help candidates by facili-
tating contact between candidates and con-
sultants and by guiding candidates toward
PACs for contributions. From the point of view
of the PAC, parties provide election informa-
tion, guidance regarding which candidates to
support, and opportunities to meet and greet
candidates and elected officials. And consul-
tants also use the parties as brokers; during
election years, they benefit from the contacts
with candidates that the parties make possible,
and during non-election years parties often
hire consultants to assist with long-range plan-
ning (Herrnson, 1988, 2002; Kolodny, 2000;
Sabato, 1988).

The ability of parties to perform their service
role has been enhanced over the last decade by
continued institutionalization and nationaliza-
tion of the Democratic and Republican parties.
In terms of institutionalization, national party
organizations have more money, more staff
and better infrastructure, and they are more
involved with PACs and with state and local
party organizations (Herrnson, 2002). As par-
ties become more institutionalized, their role
in elections becomes more relevant. Large
amounts of hard and soft money have allowed
national party organizations to have greater
(though by no means complete) control over
the content and strategy of their candidates’
campaigns (La Raja, 2002). Further, parties
have nationalized, with national party organi-
zations using their financial resources to influ-
ence the activities of state and local party
organizations (Bibby, 1998), effectively making
the latter into branches of the former (La Raja,
2002).

Renewed efforts at influencing
nominations

Earlier we noted that the parties have gener-
ally lost the ability to control which politicians
get to run for office. Yet new research suggests
that parties are attempting to regain some of
their previous power with respect to candidate
selection. Maisel et al. (2002) find that party
officials are playing an increasingly important
role in candidate recruitment through contact-
ing potential candidates. Buchler and La Raja
(2002) find that party activity and incentives
(such as primary endorsements) increase not
only the likelihood of recruiting a candidate for

the US House, but also the quality of that
candidate – but only for Republican state parties.

Though they are not as important as they
once were (Jewell and Morehouse, 2000),
endorsements also help parties play a role in
candidate selection. Cohen et al. (2001) find
that presidential candidates who are broadly
endorsed by party elites are more likely to win
the nomination. Dominguez (2003) also looks
at the impact of endorsements by party elites;
she finds that ‘party loyal’ donors react to elite
endorsements when making contributions
during the primaries.

DISCUSSION

We believe the pendulum is swinging back on
the campaign effects argument, and part of this
is driven by the increasing relevance of parties.
Having settled into their roles as service orga-
nizations, they have proceeded to expand their
influence in elections through innovative use
of campaign funds and the implementation of
unique technologies that enhance the value of
the services they provide.

Looking to the future, we see two points that
ought to be kept in mind. First, parties are
probably going to remain relevant for the fore-
seeable future. Despite recent efforts at cam-
paign finance reform that seek to limit issue
advocacy and eliminate soft money, parties
will continue to be a stable conduit for the
large sums of money that will inevitably find
their way into politics. State parties appear to
be in a prime position to take up much of the
slack resulting from the BCRA’s soft money
ban at the national level. Leadership PACs run
by members of the party in government are
also likely winners if the reforms are kept in
place. Parties will continue to provide services
to their candidates and will continue to be vital
to the identification, registration, and mobi-
lization of voters.

Second, campaigns and parties throughout
the world are going to look increasingly like
those in the United States – if not ideologically,
then structurally and in terms of their strate-
gies and outreach. We have already seen polit-
ical consultants from the United States going
abroad, using their expertise to help devise
strategy for campaigns in Israel, the former
Soviet Union, Europe, and Latin America
(Arterton, 2000; Harman, 1999; Beamish, 1994).
In addition, both major American parties send
staff members abroad to help developing
democracies establish party systems (Holley,
2003; Dobbs, 2001). Campaigns are ultimately
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about helping candidates talk to voters. Parties
help candidates undertake that communica-
tion effort, and they help make sure voters hear
the message. It is likely that the trends and
developments taking place in the United States
will spread to other parts of the world; as a
result, the United States is no longer ‘excep-
tional’, it is at the vanguard.

NOTES

1. This list includes Holbrook, Erikson and Wlezien,
Lewis-Beck and Tien, Campbell, Fair, Abramowitz,
and Norpoth.

2. To be more precise, there are at least four reasons
why presidential elections are relatively impervi-
ous to campaign effects. First, federal election law
imposes spending limits on the candidates’ cam-
paigns in exchange for public funding. Second,
the proliferation of polling and focus group tech-
nologies makes it unlikely that either campaign
will achieve an advantage with respect to strate-
gic information. Third, both candidates are likely
to bring an equal amount of expertise to the table
in a given election. Fourth and finally, presiden-
tial campaigns tend to involve ‘tit-for-tat’ spend-
ing patterns. That is, campaigns probably buy
television time where their opponents are on the
air and at about the same level of intensity.
Similarly, candidates stalk each other around the
country, in effect canceling out whatever bounce
occurs when one of them visits a particular city.

3. McCombs and Evatt (1995) consider ‘priming’ an
instance of what they call ‘second-level agenda
setting’.

4. It is not clear why election day seems to have this
magical, ‘enlightening’ quality.

5. But see Dalager (1996) for a dissenting view on
Senate races.

6. While Holbrook uses three categories to classify
campaign events (conventions, debates, and other
events), Shaw uses eleven. These findings are thus
properly viewed as ‘further explorations’ rather
than challenges to Holbrook’s work.

7. On the subject of race/ethnicity and voting, there
is also the work of Bobo and Gilliam (1990) on
the positive effects of black candidates on black
turnout, as well as the work of Shaw et al. (2000)
on the positive effects of ‘in-group’ contacting
(Latino groups contacting Latino registrants) on
Latino turnout.

8. The Hill committees are the National Republican
Senatorial Committee, the Democratic Senatorial
Campaign Committee, the Democratic Congres-
sional Campaign Committee, and the National
Republican Campaign Committee.

9. Buchler (2003), however, argues that despite the
appearance of strategic contributions, the Hill
committees have become less efficient in their
campaign contributions as a result of being
‘captured’ by safe incumbents.
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INTRODUCTION

Government, properly instituted, is a major impetus
to economic growth, political development, and
collective goods. Government, badly instituted, is a
major font of poor economic performance, elitist priv-
ilege, and social waste. (Levi, 2002: 54–5)

Governing society is one of the foremost topics
for any student of representative democracy,
for it concerns directly the complexities of the
politics–polity–policy triad (see Keman, 1997,
Ch. 1). This approach implies that party govern-
ment is the irreducible core of any representative
democracy because the political executive is
constitutionally empowered to run the ‘affairs
of the state’ based on a system of ‘checks and
balances’ between the executive and legisla-
ture. This relationship differs across democra-
tic polities, but at the end of the day it binds
government in its capacities to act. In other
words, the formal rules of the democratic game
define the ‘room for maneuver’ of government
and thus of the crucial actors making up gov-
ernment in all representative democracies:
political parties.1

The institutional context of government has
been conducive to the development of infor-
mal rules, or conventions, to play the game in
reality. These ‘rules of the game’ have emerged
over time and define the parties’ actual scope
for action. It is the interaction between parties
that molds the pursuit of their main goals: policy-
seeking and office-seeking. The former goal
represents parties’ efforts to make government

do what is in their interest and reflects their
ideas about how society ought to be directed
by means of public goods (e.g. socioeconomic
policy-making, conducting foreign policy, etc.).
The latter goal is to gain access to the decision-
making arena (parliament and government) by
competing with other parties. There is no
policy-seeking behavior possible without
being in office (seats in parliament or ministers
in government). This type of behavior of par-
ties and the resulting interaction between the
executive and legislature is typical of parlia-
mentary democracies (Strøm, 1990; Lijphart,
1999). 

The core actors within systems of representa-
tive democracy, then, are political parties, i.e.
the elected representatives having a ‘mandate’
to make policy choices and the ‘assignment’ to
control government. Party government is the
executive body responsible for policy-making
and representing the top level within the
polity. Hence, if one wishes to understand the
working of the policy-making capacities of
parliamentary party government, it is useful to
introduce two concepts that indicate the ‘good
governance’ of parliaments and governments
(as expressed in the quote from Margaret Levi):
whether or not government and parliament are
sufficiently responsive to societal and political
issues;2 and whether or not the policy choices
made are indeed carried through (by parties)
and effectively carried out (by government).
This is what we call accountability. Both concepts
allow for scrutinizing the procedural quality
and material performance of representative
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government (Klingemann et al., 1994; Budge
et al., 2002; Keman, 2002b). 

In this contribution I shall elaborate on the
act of governing by means of party govern-
ment. Before scrutinizing this in more detail,
in the next section I will introduce the debate
on the position and role of party government
that has dominated much of the literature on
politics and government since the 1960s. From
this debate a number of propositions have
been derived which will be employed to dig
deeper into the present ‘state of the art’ as
regards party government. I shall first discuss
the ‘history’ of this debate in qualitative and
quantitative terms (see, for instance, Hibbs,
1992; Schmidt, 1996). This lays the foundation
for the remainder of this chapter in which the
various aspects of party government will be
discussed. 

DOES POLITICS MATTER – AND
DO PARTIES IN PARTICULAR?

As early as the 1960s, studies appeared
explaining variations in public expenditure,
either across nations or over time (Pryor, 1968;
Wilensky, 1975). On the one hand, it was
claimed that ideological differences mattered
in this respect, and on the other, it was stated
that sociocultural and economic factors were
decisive (for an overview, see Castles, 1981;
Keman, 1993). This debate is still relevant for
two reasons: First, if politics is not relevant for
studying government, why bother about the
role of parties in parliament and government?
Second, if parties are not essential, why bother
about the accountability and responsiveness of
party government?

In retrospect this has been an important
clash of views. For, if it can be demonstrated
that electoral change between parties and a
change in the party composition of govern-
ment is related to changes in policy programs,
then politics becomes an important factor not
only in explaining policies, but also because
this would imply that democratic governance
makes a difference. An additional point of
importance that made this debate relevant is
that it implied a shift in focus within political
science. 

This debate made clear that the so-called
‘output’ (or public policy-making) ought to be
taken into account. The debate on whether
politics matters therefore had an important
side effect: it made it clear that political science
was not only about the relationships within the

political system, but also about what party
government produced for society (Lane and
Ersson, 2000). The main attention of the partic-
ipants in the debate has been on explaining the
growth of ‘big government’ in the latter half of
the 20th century (Wilensky, 1975; Castles, 1982;
Hicks and Swank, 1992; Keman, 2002b). Those
who claimed that ‘politics does not matter’
argued along three different lines, that state
intervention is the result of: economic develop-
ment and growth; structural social change;
path-dependent and incremental trajectories.
The counterarguments of political scientists
were that, although economic resources and
affluence are required to undertake public
action, social needs and ideological preferences
do shape the character and urgency of political
demands. Yet, before one could seriously move
on to explain how, to what extent and, in par-
ticular, why the patterns of public policy-
making were also the result of politics and
deliberate policy choices, these counterargu-
ments had to be investigated. This has been
conducive to a host of analyses that show that
the ‘politics does not matter’ school cannot
uphold its claim, nor is it empirically feasible
to claim that parties and governments do not
matter (for an overview, see Hibbs, 1992;
Castles, 1998). Let us therefore turn now to the
issue of how it is that parties matter.

Parties do matter: but how?

Three different analytical clusters as regards the
relationship between electoral representation of
the citizen and the eventual pattern of govern-
ing represent the evolution of the debate: the
impact of parties, in particular in relation to
their policy-seeking behavior; the composition
(type and color) of party government; and the
form and organization of party government.
Below we shall present the core elements of
these three by means of the main theoretical
propositions that represent the core of the ‘do
politics and parties matter?’ literature. 

The ‘partisan theory of policy-making’

Party democracy is characterized by the idea
that the political process enhances the transfor-
mation of citizens’ preferences by means of
party mediation (i.e. responsiveness) into
policy choices and related governmental action
(i.e. accountability). From this rather abstract
point of departure one can infer a series of
assumptions that allow for examining this
process empirically.
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First, the electorate has certain social and
cultural characteristics that are conducive to
having different preferences that will affect the
direction and level of policy choices repre-
sented in party platforms (or manifestoes; for
an empirical example, see Budge et al., 2001).
This assumption has been elaborated by means
of two propositions:

1. The left versus right distribution of political
parties across party systems influences
policy choices (like the degree of state inter-
vention in shaping society).

2. The existence of organized class interests will
influence the development of welfare state
related policy choices (like the ‘butter
versus guns’ discussion).

Second, the role of parties is in part driven
by their social constituency, and in part by
their multi-functional organization: they are
(and must be) policy-seeking and office-
seeking (Strøm, 1990; Katz and Mair, 2002).
The following propositions can be derived
from this assumption:

3. Differences between parties matter according
to their size and representation in parlia-
ment as well as in government (this is the
‘office-seeking’ argument; see Laver and
Schofield, 1990; Müller and Strøm, 1999).

4. Parties in government pursue policies that
are by and large compatible with their
social constituency and policy program,
i.e. the color of party government (this
concerns the ‘policy-seeking’ argument; see
Budge and Keman, 1990; Pennings, 1997).

Third, the capacity for policy-making of
parties in government is dependent on the
composition of government and the degree of
executive dominance. This idea is reflected in
two propositions:

5. The type of government matters with respect
to policy choices – it matters, for instance,
whether there is a ‘single-party govern-
ment’, a ‘coalition government’, or a
‘minority government’ (Gallagher et al.,
2006; Woldendorp et al., 2000).

6. The development of policy formation
depends on how government works. Both the
organizational make-up and the form of a
party government will influence its viabil-
ity and activities (van Roozendaal, 1997;
Laver and Shepsle, 1996).

These assumptions and propositions of the
‘partisan theory’ are thus all characterized by

the fact that actors, parties and governments,
are considered to be crucial for explaining
variations in governing and types of state
intervention. This approach to the question of
whether or not party politics matters has
dominated the debate since the 1970s. Most
analyses within the debate shared two charac-
teristics. On the one hand, the dominant mode
of analysis was of a comparative nature (and
confined to the OECD world; see for instance,
Castles, 1982). On the other hand, many studies
tended to emphasize the policy performance of
party government (e.g. Hibbs, 1992). Although
this is a perfectly acceptable and viable
research strategy, the danger is that ‘party
government’ as such and the role of political
parties in particular will disappear from the
analysis. Keeping this caveat in mind, we
shall now turn to empirical results of the
debate on whether parties matter and then
elaborate on the hypotheses central to this
debate.

The empirical investigation of
the impact of parties

The early empirical analyses almost always
focused on the comparative influence of non-
political factors (such as economic growth, age
of the population, rates of unemployment and
inflation: see Wilensky, 1975; Cameron, 1978;
Alt, 1985), on the one hand, and on political
parties (in government or not) and the role
of trade unions (Hibbs, 1977; Korpi, 1983;
Esping-Andersen, 1985; Armingeon, 2002) on
the other hand. In this type of comparison,
political parties appeared less determinative
than social and economic factors. However,
the unexplained variation remained consider-
able (Keman, 2002b). Hence, there was still
ample room for further analysis regarding
parties’ influence on making policy choices.
Subsequent research therefore focused on
more ideological differences between parties
and the impact of organized interests. These
analyses revealed that the differences in terms
of left versus right and a strong representation
of, in particular, trade unions did indeed
matter in making policy choices (Cameron,
1984; Laver and Budge, 1992; Huber et al., 1993;
Cusack, 1997). Hence, parties and interest
groups appear to matter and could account for
the cross-national and cross-time variation in,
for example, the development of the welfare
state or the size of the public economy (see
Castles, 1998).

More importantly, what came out of this
empirically driven debate was the following:
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1. The presence of parties in government is
more important than a party’s vote share or
representation in parliament; hence incum-
bency seems to matter.

2. The strength of the non-left parties in govern-
ment is more relevant than the impact of –
for example – social democrats as the main
party of the left.

3. The type and color of party government matter
considerably as regards the actual policy
outcomes for society.

In sum, the debate has led to the conclusion
(ceteris paribus) that party government appears
to be the pivot for studying partisan influence
on policy-making. Yet one must consider in
more detail the type, color and composition to
assess why and how this is the case.

PARTY GOVERNMENT: TYPE, COLOR
AND COMPOSITION

The type and color of
party government

After elections the distribution of parliamen-
tary seats among the parties in competition is
known and a government must be formed. The
result of the formation leads to both the type and
color of party government. These are by and
large the result of a negotiation process (unless
one party forms the government) – this will be
examined in the next subsection. First we focus
on types of government, using classifications
derived from the composition of parliament.

The first distinction concerns the number of
parties in government (one or more) and the
second concerns a party having a majority or
minority in parliament. In the past many polit-
ical scientists argued that single-party majority
government would be more efficient and effec-
tive in governing, for, so the argument goes,
government is coherent (one party) and uni-
fied with respect to its policy program (see
Duverger, 1968). This argument must be quali-
fied, however, because it assumes that parties
are unitary actors and governing only means
(mechanically) executing policy priorities that
are derived from party programs. As we know
from empirical experience, this is not true: par-
ties in government are not always unified in
action, nor making policies consistent with
their programs (an example of the former is the
Liberal Democratic Party in Japan; examples of
the latter are the Italian Democrazia Cristiana
until the early 1990s and the French Gaullists).

A similar argument was made with respect
to ‘minority’ government. First of all, such a
government would hardly be capable of gov-
erning because it lacks sufficient parliamentary
support. Second, due to lack of support this
type of government would not last long. Yet, as
for example Woldendorp et al. (2000: 86) found,
22% of all parliamentary governments in 48
democracies were ‘minority’ governments,
lasting on average 440 days. Hence minority
party government is not an exceptional phe-
nomenon and its duration appears sufficient
for effective governing. As Strøm (1984) has
demonstrated (but see also Laver and
Schofield, 1990; Warwick, 1994), minority gov-
ernments do make policy. However, in contrast
to other types of party government, minority
governments obviously are dismissed more
often due to conflict with the parliamentary
majority. Hence, the distinction between the
minority and majority type of government
seems to be overdone and is less relevant than
the distinction between ‘single-party’ and
‘multi-party’ government. The latter type is
evidently always the product of coalition forma-
tion (see below).

A related distinction that turns out to be rel-
evant for understanding the impact of parties
is the color of government. This idea was intro-
duced in the late 1980s (see Budge and Keman,
1990), and attempts to capture a more qualita-
tive element. The variable reflects the presence
of parties of the left, the center and the right
according to their parliamentary strength and
number of ministers in government. Hence,
the color of party government indicates both
the ideological tendency (i.e. centrality) of a
government and the numerical weight (domi-
nance) of the participating parties (see Laver
and Shepsle, 1996; van Roozendaal, 1997). The
idea behind this classification of governments
has been to demonstrate not merely that parties
do matter, but that the composition of govern-
ment matters even more (van Roozendaal, 1992;
De Winter, 2002). And, as we observed earlier,
party differences do matter as regards policy-
seeking behavior. We argue therefore that for the
understanding of governing by parties in rep-
resentative democracies, the type and color of
government are indispensable features to take
into account (see Table 14.1 below).

The formation of party government

Apart from single-party government, the for-
mation of governments is a complex process
which in some cases (e.g. Belgium and the
Netherlands) can take 3–6 months (Keman,
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2002a). This is understandable. As we discussed
above, it is not merely a matter of gaining
governmental power (i.e. office-seeking), but
of doing so in such a way that the collective
choices as regards policy-making are as close
as possible to the parties’ interests (i.e. policy-
seeking).3

Much theory on government formation has
been developed over time, and a large number
of overviews have been published (see Lijphart,
1984; Budge and Keman, 1990; Laver and
Schofield, 1990; Müller and Strøm, 1999). The
basic idea of most of these theories is that
mutual collaboration between parties in gov-
ernment depends on necessity (to form a major-
ity) and familiarity (to be able to cooperate). In
addition, one can distinguish two ‘schools’ of
thought that explain the eventual outcome of
the negotiation process between parties. On the
one hand, there is the office-seeking school that
assumes that self-interested behavior drives all
actors. On the other hand, there is the policy-
seeking school where coalescence and coopera-
tion emanate from (more and less) shared
values and policy choices. 

The office-seeking approach argues that
numerical conditions predominate and deter-
mine the outcome, in particular that the num-
ber of parties in government is never more
than is necessary for a parliamentary majority.
This is called ‘minimal winning coalition gov-
ernment’.4 Obviously this approach disregards
ideological party differences as well as other
types of social and political animosities that do
exist in reality (e.g. cleavages in consociational
democracies or class ideology in Scandinavia).
Empirically, however, many coalitions formed
are not minimal winning (Woldendorp et al.,
2000). 

The policy-seeking ‘school’ attempts to
account for this lack of ‘reality’ and introduces
the feature of party distances (in terms of left
versus right or shared policy aims), which are
based on divisions within party systems. The
bigger the ideological gap between parties, the
less likely these parties will form a government
together. This assumption has induced new
types of government: minimal winning (but)
connected coalitions, minimal range coalitions,
and policy viable coalitions. Yet this is basically
an extension of the minimal winning coalition
approach: the assumption remains that the
smaller the number of parties, the happier the
coalition will be. The genuine policy-seeking
approach, however, leaves behind the numeri-
cal dimension and even, to some extent, the
majority principle as a prerequisite for forming
a viable party government. The formation

process can then lead to types of party
government that are ‘broad’ (cf. Lijphart, 1984)
or ‘oversized’ (cf. Budge and Keman, 1990):
there are more parties in government than
strictly necessary (thus violating the minimum
winning principle). In addition, this ‘school’
claims to explain the formation of durable
minority governments. The argument is that
the other parties in parliament have in com-
mon that they dislike each other more than the
party (or parties) in government. As a result
they are prepared to accept a minority govern-
ment until they find a suitable alternative com-
bination (Strøm, 1984). A final consideration
within this approach is that particular circum-
stances (a ‘crisis’) or institutions (e.g. needing a
qualified majority) may well be conducive to
the formation and maintenance of a govern-
ment that cannot be explained by policy- or
office-seeking motives alone (e.g. in Belgium in
the process of developing towards a federal
polity, or in Switzerland to consolidate unity at
the federal level). 

More recently, government formation theory
has tended to focus more on the process of for-
mation and its ramifications for government
composition. In addition to the color of party
government, more attention is paid to the con-
ditions under which parties negotiate (Laver
and Budge, 1992; Müller and Strøm, 1999). An
important feature of this process is ‘govern-
ment agreement’, on the one hand, and negoti-
ating ‘portfolio distribution’ among coalition
parties, on the other (Budge and Keman, 1990;
Laver and Shepsle, 1994; De Winter, 2002).
Government agreements concern the policy
program the parties will pursue in government
and the distribution of ministerial portfolios.
In some cases these agreements are quite
specific (and lengthy, for instance in the Benelux
countries: Keman, 2002a). The agreement
serves the purpose of binding all parties in
government so as to preserve its policy viability.
Often this implies a rather monistic relationship
with parliament, which tends to become a
powerless institution. Portfolio distribution is
often characterized by the rule of proportional-
ity: the relative size of the governing parties in
parliament correlates highly with the number
of ministries acquired (see Budge and Keman,
1990; Woldendorp et al., 2000). Hence, the port-
folio distribution reflects the color of govern-
ment by distributing the ministries mainly
according to the policy preferences of partici-
pating parties (Laver and Budge, 1992; Müller
and Strøm, 1999).

There are many theoretical explanations with
respect to the formation of party government.
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Yet at the end of the day it is a process that is
mainly directed by the organization and work-
ing of the party system with respect to party
competition and programmatic differences. In
addition, special features such as government
agreements and conventions play their part.
These features differ considerably across repre-
sentative democracies. The cross-national vari-
ation of party government’s features discussed
here is illustrated in Table 14.1.

The average duration of party government is
below 2 years (Luxembourg, Spain, and the
UK are on top, Greece, France and Italy are
quite below the average). This means that
party governments of whatever type are less

durable than many think5. The types of gov-
ernment resulting from the formation process
do vary, but most polities score between 2 and
3.5. This means that in many representative
democracies the tendency is to form a minimal
winning coalition or a surplus or oversized
party government. The exceptions are the poli-
ties belonging to the Westminster type of
democracy (see: Lijphart, 1984): Australia,
Canada, New Zealand, and the United
Kingdom. On the other hand there are those
polities where a tendency towards minority
government can be observed: Denmark,
Finland, Italy and Poland. This is also reflected
in their average support of government in

Table 14.1 Features of government in representative democracies
(averages by country, 1946–98)
Country Number Duration Type Color Support (%)
Australia 28 660.8 1.8 2.5 58.7
Austria 20 917.2 2 3.3 76.7
Belgium 36 510.9 2.5 2.4 63.2
Canada 20 946.6 2.1 1 55.2
Czech Rep. 5 739.4 2 1.6 56.7
Denmark 28 637.6 4.1 3.2 40.6
Finland 45 404.3 3.6 2.6 52.8
France V 56 335.6 3.2 2.1 62.7
Germany 25 660 2.7 1.9 55.1
Greece 52 303.3 3 2.9 54.4
Hungary 2 757 3 2 59.4
Iceland 21 880 2.2 2.5 56.8
Ireland 20 900.1 2.8 1.5 50.9
Israel 42 409.5 3.1 3.2 61
Italy 55 330.8 3.7 1.6 53.5
Japan 40 460.8 2.1 1.2 54.4
Luxembourg 16 1135.8 2.1 2.3 70.8
Netherlands 20 879.1 3.3 2 61.8
New Zealand 24 793.8 1.4 2.5 56
Norway 24 774.5 3.2 3.6 47.1
Poland 6 251.2 3.8 2.7 47.9
Portugal 12 586.4 2.3 2.4 52.7
Slovakia 5 180.2 2.4 2.4 53.6
Slovenia 4 502.3 2.3 2.7 60
South Africa 3 501 2.3 0 73.3
Spain 7 982.9 3.1 3.1 49.8
Sweden 24 752 3.3 4.1 47.4
Switzerland 52 365.1 2.9 1.9 80.6
Turkey 37 465 2.3 2.9 65.2
UK 19 995.4 1.2 2.5 54.5
USA 10 1924 1 2.5 0

Mean 25 633.95 57.76

Std.dev 336.10 13.36

Number = no. of governments formed (total N = 758); Duration = no. of days; Type = type of government
(1 = single party, …, 5 = Minority); Color = color of government (1 = rightwing; 3 = centrist; 5 = leftwing);
Support = percentage of seats of governing parties in parliament.

Source: Woldendorp et al., 2000: 79

15-Katz-3336-Ch-14.qxd  11/22/2005  8:18 PM  Page 165



parliament, which is below 50% (also in Norway
and Sweden where minority and minimal win-
ning coalition governments alternate). Finally,
the color of government, the proxy for the
policy-seeking tendency of a party govern-
ment, varies considerably: in a number of
countries the average value is below 2.0 (i.e.
rightwing or center right), but only in Sweden
can the opposite be noticed (4.1). Yet, most
noteworthy is the fact that more than one-
quarter of all governments can be considered
as centrist. Hence, type and color of party gov-
ernment do vary across and within nations and
seem to matter in terms of government forma-
tion. Parties are apparently concerned about
which parties they share power with (in a
coalition) and how this may work out with
respect to governing. This is also dependent on
the ‘form’ of cabinet government.

Forms of cabinet government:
Hierarchy and collegiality

Governing in a parliamentary system depends
very much on the balance between prime
minister and ministers. How the executive
is organized often implies a tension between
collegiality and hierarchy, between a pre-
eminent chief minister and a ministerial
college of political equals.

Presently, it appears that the office of prime
minister is acquiring more weight in the cabi-
net, even in quite egalitarian cabinet systems.
It is argued that the increasing role of the
media and thus of the prime minister as
spokesman for government as a whole as well
as the increasing importance of international
meetings of government leaders have caused
this. This development can be observed in par-
ticular in Western Europe due to the process of
political integration of the European Union.
Increasingly the final decision-making of the
EU takes place via transnational bodies involv-
ing the national heads of government. At the
same time there is an increased need for con-
certation and coordination of domestic policy
formation. Nevertheless, the prime minister
remains a ‘first among equals’ in a collegial cab-
inet government, since the principle of collegial
decision-making is (still) predominant. 

This recent development also implies a
change with respect to the role of chairmen or
leaders of parties in some countries. Especially
in fragile coalition situations, these persons were
often not included in government but remained
in parliament, in part because they functioned
as a ‘chief whip’. Yet, in contrast to their

Anglo-Saxon counterparts, these continental
party leaders to a large extent control both the
parliamentary party and their ministers in gov-
ernment (this has been the case in many conso-
ciational democracies: see Daalder, 1987). More
recently, ‘other’ parties have tried to exclude
dominant politicians from the coalition (for
instance, in Austria and Italy). Finally, it ought
to be pointed out that ministers, especially in
ministerially organized cabinets, do not always
honor their party mandate. Of course, this type
of behavior can jeopardize the stability of gov-
ernment (Blondel and Thiébault, 1991).

The principle of ‘collegiality’ involves not
only equality in rank-and-file within govern-
ment, but also the idea that all decisions are
made collectively. A minister who has been out-
voted has no right to go public and to distance
him or herself, but rather must share collective
responsibility with the whole cabinet vis-à-vis
parliament. If not, then the minister is expected
to resign. This convention is becoming rare,
however, since in most systems nowadays, dis-
sent more often than not means that the cabinet
government as a whole resigns (De Winter,
2002). With a coalition government this is virtu-
ally a fixed, if informal, rule. The reason is that
the parties in government will not allow the
upset of the delicate inter-party balance estab-
lished, and reflected in the portfolio distribu-
tion among the participating parties. This type
of organization of government is almost exclu-
sively Western European and is typical of the
slow process of democratization in the 19th
and 20th centuries, especially in constitutional
monarchies. Two other types of cabinet gov-
ernment have evolved over time, however:
prime ministerial cabinets, on the one hand,
and ministerial governance, on the other.

Prime ministerial cabinets have developed in
most Anglo-Saxon countries, where, due to the
‘first-past-the-post’ electoral system, there is
(almost) always a majority party in parliament.
Hence, this party forms the government and
the leader is in a position to appoint and dis-
miss ministers. The United Kingdom and
Canada are typical examples of this type of
single-party government. Prime ministerial gov-
ernment also exists, however, in some parlia-
mentary systems where a coalition is necessary
to govern. Here the prime minister derives his
or her dominant position from the formal rela-
tions between the executive and legislature: the
prime minister is often less vulnerable because
of the ‘constructive vote of no confidence’,
meaning that such a motion is only allowed if
and when there is an alternative prime minister
with a parliamentary majority (this principle
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exists, for example, in Germany and Spain).
In this type of cabinet government it is the
‘chancellor’ who deals with parliament and
with the individual ministers. In a sense, the
chancellor is the ‘conductor’ and supervisor
with respect to policy coordination. Although
the role of the prime minister appears to be
quite dominant, it must be noted that the
stability of this type of cabinet government
depends on the unity and homogeneity of the
governing party. If there are strong rival
factions, internal conflict may well lead to the
replacement of the prime minister or of domi-
nant ministers (this happens more often than
not in Japan, but also occurs in the United
Kingdom – Thatcher in 1990 – and Germany –
Brandt in 1974). Hence prime ministerial party
governments are more hierarchically organized
than collegial coalition government but not
always more homogeneous. 

Finally, there is the ministerial cabinet govern-
ment. In this case the institutions are not in
place to induce collegial behavior between the
ministers, nor has the prime minister sufficient
powers to act as a ‘supremo’. Each and every
minister is responsible for his or her policy
area and, consequently, there is less policy
coordination. In fact, the prime minister is
basically a power broker who is involved in
two arenas: within government and vis-à-vis
parliament. This form of party government can
be found in Belgium and Italy (De Winter, 2002;
Laver and Shepsle, 1996). It should not come as
a surprise that ministerial cabinet governments
are less enduring than others and are consid-
ered to be less efficient in decision-making
compared with other government types. 

The division of responsibilities is also a major
feature of the organization of what I will call
dual cabinet government (Weaver and Rockman,
1993). This type of government, inspired by
the phenomenon of ‘semi-presidentialism’, is
based on a division of responsibilities, but here
between the head of government and the head
of state. In organizational terms it means that
the decision-making powers are shared, while
the implementation of policies as well as
accountability vis-à-vis parliament rest solely
with the cabinet. Hence, the relationship
within government is neither hierarchical nor
exactly collegial in nature. In particular, the
prime minister is in a delicate position: depen-
dent on the president for a number of matters
(often foreign affairs and defense) and respon-
sible to parliament. It goes almost without
saying that this form of government can be
rather problematic, or at least is restricted in
its actions. Dual cabinet government is further

complicated by the fact that many of these
are coalition governments or, to make things
worse, the president is confronted with a
hostile parliamentary majority (i.e. ‘cohabita-
tion’ and ‘divided government’). This can be
conducive to deadlock in decision-making
and gridlock in policy implementation. Typical
cases are France, and until recently Finland
and Portugal. Yet, despite these drawbacks it
can be noted that this type of organization
of governing has been a model for many of
the recently democratized countries in Central
and Eastern Europe (Elgie, 1999). Table 14.2
reports some of the features discussed in this
section.

Obviously the collegial form of government
is the most prevalent type. This is quite under-
standable given the high number of parlia-
mentary regimes in our universe of analysis.
Nevertheless the more hierarchically orga-
nized forms together outnumber the collegial
type. What also should be noted is that four
out of the seven polities with prime ministerial
organization are those of the established
democracies that have experienced an auto-
cratic regime in the 20th century. Another insti-
tutional legacy is the ‘constructive vote of
confidence’ that is required in Germany and
Spain to dismiss government. The other hierar-
chical cases are Anglo-Saxon, having inherited
the Westminster type of political system (apart
from Canada, where the central government
has a distinctive role within its federal consti-
tution: Braun et al., 2002).

The dual form of cabinet government goes,
of course, together with variations of semi-
presidentialism. Israel is the outlier in this
respect, but belonged to this category due to
the rule that the prime minister was directly
elected. Hence both the head of government
and the head of state are more or less indepen-
dent of parliamentary intervention. This is also
the case in South Africa, albeit that one person
is head of both state and government.6 Dualist
party governments thus have in common that
heads of state and of government share politi-
cal responsibilities. This makes this form dif-
ferent from the pure prime ministerial form.

The most prevalent form of party govern-
ment in representative democracies is thus col-
legial cabinet government. It occurs in almost
one-third of all countries under review here.
What they have in common is that these coun-
tries are characterized by a multi-party system
and thus by coalition government. The colle-
gial principle can be considered as an institu-
tional guarantee for the participating parties:
on the one hand, it implies veto power for all
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involved: on the other hand, it is conducive to
this type of government that the parties act as
unitary actors (De Winter, 2002). Another fea-
ture is that in most of these cases the domi-
nance of government over parliament is
limited. Hence, parties in government and in
opposition tend to seek cooperation rather
than conflict (Tsebelis, 1990; Keman, 1997;
Lijphart, 1999). 

The final category with respect to the fabric
of party government concerns those cases
where this unifying behavior is seemingly
absent – for example, Belgium, Italy, Slovakia

and Switzerland. For historical and special
reasons it appears that cabinet government is
better off without the restrictions of collegial
behavior in these countries. In Switzerland
central government can be considered as an
executive committee held together by means of
its ‘magic formula’.7 Belgium established this
practice to enable coalitions across the lan-
guage-cum-territorial divide (Keman, 2002a),
whereas Italy developed it to allow for minor-
ity government as well as to exclude the
Communist party (during the Cold War).
Finally, in Slovakia no party government could

HANDBOOK OF PARTY POLITICS168

Table 14.2 Form and fabric of party government
Country PM dominant Collective DM Confidence Gov->Parl FormCabinet
Australia 3 3 1 1.5 1
Austria 3 1 1 1 1
Belgium 1 3 1 1.5 4
Canada 3 3 1 1.5 2
Czech Rep. 1 2 1 1 3
Denmark 1 3 1 1.5 3
Finland 2 2 0 1.5 2
France V 2 2 0 1 2
Germany 3 1 1* 1.5 1
Greece 2 3 1 1.5 3
Hungary 2 3 1 0 3
Iceland 1 3 1 1.5 3
Ireland 2 2 1 1.5 1
Israel 2* 2 1 1 2
Italy 1 2 1 0.5 4
Japan 3 2 1 1.5 1
Luxembourg 1 3 1 1 3
Netherlands 1 3 1 0.5 3
New Zealand 2 2 0 1 3
Norway 1 3 1 1 3
Poland 2 3 1 1 2
Portugal 2 2 1 1 2
Slovakia 2 2 1 0 4
Slovenia 2 3 1 1 3
South Africa 2 3 1 1 2
Spain 3 2 1* 1.5 1
Sweden 1 3 1 2 3
Switzerland NA 2 0 1 4
Turkey 3 1 1 1 2
UK 3 3 0 1.5 1
USA NA 1 0 1 NA

PM dominant: 3 = strong supremo; 2 = weak supremo; 1 = primus inter pares (* PM directly elected).

Collective DM: 1 = PM & ministers individually responsible; 2 = government as a whole is responsible;
3 = Both situations apply.
Confidence: vote of confidence is required; 1 = government must resign; 0 = can be ignored
(*constructive vote required).
Gov -> Parl: degree of dominance of government over parliament − high values = more dominant.
FormCabinet: 1 = prime ministerial; 2 = dualistic; 3 = collegial; 4 = ministerial cabinet.
NA = not applicable.

Source: Woldendorp et al., 2000: 56–7, 68–9
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otherwise have been formed due to the
deep-seated divisions within parliament. 

In conclusion, the organization of party gov-
ernment is quite diverse. Four types have been
distinguished here: collegial, prime ministerial,
ministerial, and dual cabinet government. It is
obvious that collegial cabinet government is the
least hierarchical of the four parliamentary
forms of government. The prime ministerial
and dual forms are more or less of a hybrid
nature, whereas the ministerial form is most
typical for a government dominated by parlia-
mentary parties (De Winter, 2002). This section
on the fabric of party government in representa-
tive democracies shows, inter alia, that its orga-
nization is in part shaped by formal rules and
related conventions. And yet students of party
government more often than not overlook pre-
cisely the role of formal and informal institutions.

POLITICAL INSTITUTIONS MATTER
FOR GOVERNING – BUT

IN WHAT WAY?

Governing is not just about settling conflicting
demands and opposed ideologies between
parties. Politics is embedded in institutional
arrangements that have been devised to
process citizens’ preferences and collective
demands and to manage these conflicting
demands. This requires a certain consensus
among political parties for further cooperation
by avoiding enduring stalemate. Institutions
are seen to modify and regulate the behavior of
the political actors (Tsebelis, 1990; Shepsle,
1995; Scharpf, 1998; Keman, 1999). Institutional
arrangements differ considerably across
nations and in their degree of formality. They
may be simply established practices to tackle
problems (e.g. deadlock and stalemate situa-
tions) or they may be derived from constitu-
tions and related basic laws that direct the
process of decision-making (Weaver and
Rockman, 1993; Colomer, 2002). Surprisingly
enough, this feature of representative democ-
racy is often overlooked or taken for granted in
the literature on the ‘partisan theory of policy-
making’. This points to a bias which should be
avoided: actors alone are not sufficient to
explain the organization and working of party
government. Hence, we argue that the set of
institutions and practices of a polity may well
influence the room to maneuver of party gov-
ernment. It would be wrong therefore not
to include the institutional configuration of
representative democracies if one studies the

question of whether or not party government
matters with respect to the crucial purpose of
governing: solving the problem of collective
action by means of public authority. And this is
dependent on the institutional arrangement
within which a party government operates. In
the literature one finds many different strands
of thought that discuss this approach. We con-
fine ourselves here to the latest book of Arend
Lijphart, Patterns of Democracy, in which he has
made a seminal contribution to the study of the
relation between the institutions and public
action of party government. 

Lijphart (1999) focuses on the institutional
constraints that can be derived from basic
laws. In addition, the focus is on the institu-
tionalized practices that have developed as
consequences of formal requirements (see also
Weaver and Rockman, 1993; Czada et al., 1998;
Lane and Ersson, 2000; Colomer, 2002). The
study of institutions is then considered as
crucial to understanding the public actions of
party government. The point of departure is
the proposition that the institutional configura-
tion of the decision-making process in relation
to political actors and organized interests in
representative democracies drives this process.

Lijphart (1984) developed a dichotomy with
respect to the working of liberal democracies:
consensus democracy versus majoritarian democ-
racy. In Patterns of Democracy he developed
both types further, and related these types to
the way each performs in terms of governing
the realm. Lijphart claims that consensual
types of democracy perform better (even if
they are necessarily not ‘kinder and gentler’) in
the sense that they are more responsive in trans-
lating citizens’ preferences into governmental
action by providing higher levels of public
welfare. Why is this?

The first point is that when a democratic
polity is forced to make decisions under cir-
cumstances of divided social constituencies
then the institutional context must be orga-
nized in such a way that veto players tend to
comply and cooperate. This would solve the
so-called ‘collective action’ problem (Keman,
1997; Scharpf, 1998). Therefore parties (and
organized interests) ought to be allowed to
have access to the decision-making arena, on
the one hand, and must all be in position to
gain from the eventual results, on the other. Of
course, this requires that the alternative option
of maximizing a single party’s own gains is
precluded. This is precisely what often occurs
(sooner or later) within party democracy
where conflicting demands prevail, and where
the institutional context allows for stalemates
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(see also Tsebelis, 1990; Lane and Ersson, 2000).
According to Lijphart, the principal require-
ments of a consensus democracy are:8

1. broad coalition government (i.e. the oversized
type of government ‘Type’ category 3 in
Table 14.1) which induces power sharing
and may well be conducive to optimal
policy choices by parties in government;

2. relative dominance of government over parlia-
ment (i.e. category ‘Gov→Parl’ in Table 14.2)
which allows for discrete policy choices on
the basis of ‘government agreements’
enabling policy viable coalitions;

3. proportional representation, allowing for all
‘minorities’ to be represented in parliament
which may more or less diminish the use of
veto play.

In short, consensual democracy is an institu-
tional configuration allowing for political com-
promise and viable governing by party
government. At the end of the day – according
to Lijphart – this type of representative democ-
racy will perform better. This is less likely to
occur in a majoritarian type of democracy
where confrontation and the principle of ‘win-
ner takes all’ prevail. 

The second line of thought regarding the
impact of institutions concerns the way soci-
etal interests are represented with respect to
the scope of political decision-making. In politi-
cal science9 the idea of interest representation –
parallel to that of parties – and, in particular
interest intermediation is often called corpo-
ratism (see Schmitter and Lehmbruch, 1979;
Crépaz, 1992; Woldendorp, 1997). Corporatism
is the emergence and eventual institutionaliza-
tion of consensual relations between organiza-
tions representing labor, capital (or business),
and government. According to students of cor-
poratism this institutional mechanism has
been a key feature of concerted policy-making,
particularly in many Western European
democracies, in the post-war era (Armingeon,
2002). The basic idea is that it is possible
to transform conflicting societal interests from
a zero-sum to a positive-sum game. Most
students of corporatism have pointed to the ben-
eficial influence of this institutionalized pattern
of interest intermediation. However, a require-
ment is that party government be composed in
such a way that the corporatist forms of inter-
est intermediation are recognized (Keman,
1999; Armingeon, 1999). In other words, corpo-
ratism can be seen as an institutional configu-
ration devised to promote policy concertation
and to foster political co-operation between

societal interests and party. It will be clear that
corporatist institutions will only bear fruit if
and when party government is able to develop
policies that foster stable policy outcomes.

Both institutional arrangements, ‘consensus
democracy’ and ‘corporatist intermediation’,
are considered as important assets to create
consensus rather than conflict in representative
democracies. Institutions are considered as
constraints on party behavior in government,
but also as an opportunity structure for parties
to further their own interests (Shepsle, 1995;
Scharpf, 1998). Comparative research has
demonstrated that these institutional arrange-
ments shape the room for maneuver of party
government (Katzenstein, 1985; Scharpf, 1987;
Laver and Shepsle, 1996; Woldendorp, 1997;
Lane and Ersson, 2000). Interestingly, the
results are interpreted differently. A number of
studies conclude, like Lijphart, that institu-
tional configuration favoring consensual
behavior of parties and organized interests is
better for party government and society as a
whole. Conversely, other studies do not deny
the impact of institutions and related behavior
of party governments, but rather question
whether or not this itself enhances the democ-
ratic quality of governance. In this view, politi-
cal parties, organized interests and the rules of
the game within a democratic polity not only
shape the room to maneuver, but also define
the quality of governing by party government
in a representative democracy. That quality
depends on the degree of ‘responsiveness’ of
parties and on the ‘accountability’ of party
government.

PARTY GOVERNMENT:
RESPONSIVENESS AND

ACCOUNTABILITY 

Responsiveness and accountability are two
important aspects of the process of democratic
decision-making and therefore central features
for assessing the quality of any party govern-
ment. Responsiveness – the extent to which
parties in and out of government do indeed
translate citizens’ preferences into public
policy choices – is reflected in the relationship
between ideological position and policy stance
of parties. Accountability is the extent to which
parties in government do indeed carry through
their policy promises made during election
campaigns. This Schumpeterian view of demo-
cratic quality still remains a valuable idea
in assessing whether or not representative
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government works well (Klingemann et al.,
1994; Budge et al., 2002).

In this section we will focus on the respon-
siveness and accountability of parties and gov-
ernment, an argument that is strongly linked to
the mandate theory. This theory assumes that
voters expect parties to fulfill their promises
once they are in office, i.e. participate in party
government. According to the mandate theory,
the way parties govern depends not only on
their ideological or programmatic stance, but
also on the type and form of party government.
This implies that the ‘mandate’ will not and
often cannot be carried out as originally was
thought. Government agreements, unstable
coalitions or minority government and chang-
ing (external) circumstances often stand in the
way. Yet, a number of students of government
have attempted to establish how responsive
parties are, in particular when they are in gov-
ernment, and to what extent party govern-
ments are accountable for their governing.10

An empirical approach to testing mandate
theory has been developed by the Manifesto
Research Group (Budge et al., 2001). On the
basis of a comparative contents analysis of
party programs in OECD countries, it was pos-
sible to describe which political parties empha-
sized what salient issues in terms of policy
priorities. Hence, the degree of responsiveness
could be established in two ways: first, by com-
paring issues with programs; and second, by
comparing how parties responded in terms of
policy choices (see Laver and Budge, 1992;
Pennings et al., 2005). 

From the analysis it became clear that parties
in general do respond to changing situations –
for instance, through international crises and
in the domestic economy (Keman, 1993;
Pennings, 1997). Surprisingly perhaps, the
response is not very different among parties.
Yet it becomes different if and when parties are
in government. Although parties do react to
external stimuli, such as political issues and
socioeconomic problems, party government
actions appear to depend on its type and color
(see Laver and Shepsle, 1996; Keman, 2002b):
the more leftwing a coalition is, for instance,
the more active policy-making will be if levels
of unemployment rise. Conversely, the more
rightwing a coalition is, the less generous the
welfare state tends to become (Castles, 1998). It
also makes a difference whether a government
is ‘single-party’ or an ‘oversized coalition’:
one-party governments tend to make drastic
policy changes, whereas (broad) coalitions
appear to go for ‘piecemeal engineering’
(Gallagher et al., 2005; Royed, 1996).

All in all, one may well conclude that parties
are responsive to what goes on in society and
can be held accountable for how they react if
and when in government. At the same time,
however, it is also clear that it depends on the
type and color of government, and that its
form also matters.

CONCLUSION: PARTY
GOVERNMENT MATTERS!

Party government – making policy choices, allo-
cating fiscal means, and producing rules – is one
of the most discussed items in the media. The
general public assumes that policy-making by
government is by and large a response to their
demands and related preferences. In a represen-
tative democracy, party government is held
responsible for managing and solving collective
action problems within a society. Not only sym-
bolic responsiveness counts, but also the mater-
ial output that is produced. Government, and in
particular the parties participating in it, are held
accountable. This implies that the academic
debate revolving around the question of
whether or not ‘parties matter’ has wider impli-
cations. Answers to this question also imply an
assessment of the working of representative
democracy and whether or not political parties
are functioning in an adequate fashion (Dahl,
2000; Schmidt, 2000; Keman, 2002c).

Our analysis has revealed that, generally
speaking, party government influences the
type and direction of policy choices made in a
representative democracy. This conclusion
holds notwithstanding the fact that other
factors – economic circumstances, demo-
graphic development and path-dependent
trajectories – are relevant as well. Hence, it can
be argued that the ‘partisan theory of policy-
making’ is a viable approach to understanding
party government. However, one must bear in
mind that the formation of a government and
the resulting form are complex features of party
government that influence its room to maneu-
ver. Equally obvious is that the institutional
make-up of the government and concomitant
mechanisms that allow for more or less con-
sensus, co-operation, and viable coalitions are
also conducive to good governance. Precisely
for this reason, it makes sense to investigate
the quality of this process in terms of respon-
siveness and accountability in a representative
democracy.

The overall conclusion is therefore that the
institutional organization of representative
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democracy is a determinant of the capabilities
of parties in government with respect to collec-
tive action problems that vary according to the
extent to which consensus and integrative
mechanisms exist and do work. The ‘proof of
the pudding’ of this lies – so we argue – in the
extent to which party governments are ‘respon-
sive’ and ‘accountable’, on the one hand, and in
the way political parties are able to function
properly as viable and credible agents between
politics and society, on the other hand.

NOTES

1. Of course, other organized interests also have
access to the decision-making arena that is con-
trolled by government. However, it is not our
aim to analyze the decision-making process, nor
public policy formation.

2. In particular, parties are expected to play this
role; they are considered to be the mediating
actors between politics and society, especially
within representative or indirect democracies
(see Budge, 1996).

3. This process of government formation by parties
is often discussed under the rabric of ‘coalition
theory’. This is, however, misleading: the term
‘coalition’ refers to any type of collaboration
between at least two actors under circumstances
where one cannot achieve his/her goals individ-
ually (i.e. the collective action problem). The
term ‘government formation theory’ would
therefore appear to be preferable. 

4. Variations on this theme are minimum size (i.e.
the smallest number of seats required to have a
majority in parliament) and bargaining (i.e. the
smallest possible number of parties in govern-
ment); see Lijphart (1999: 91–6).

5. This observation is reinforced if the USA is taken
out – here the administration cannot be dis-
missed, as it can in most other countries listed in
Table 14.1.

6. This implies that if the prime minister loses par-
liamentary confidence the president is in fact
also dismissed. 

7. The ‘magic formula’ implies a fixed distribution
of the seven seats in the federal government
among the four main parties in the federal par-
liament. This convention has been in place ever
since 1956 (see Steiner, 1974).

8. In addition to this there is a second dimension
which Lijphart calls ‘unitary/federal’ and is
operationalized in terms of a (de)centralized
state or not, bicameralism or not, and a flexible
constitution. This dimension does not concern us
here.

9. One ought to note: in European political science
in particular. Corporatism as an approach has
mainly been developed in Europe and can be
seen as a alternative to ‘pluralism’ as regards
explaining policy choice (see Armingeon, 2002).

10. It should be understood that this is not the same
as the so-called ‘political business cycle’. This
approach is used to explain why incumbent par-
ties suffer or benefit from governing or not at
elections in relation to economic cycles (Hibbs,
1977; Whiteley, 1980; Budge and Keman, 1990).
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INTRODUCTION

The process of government formation consti-
tutes a crucial phase and arena in democratic
governance: it concerns the translation of elec-
toral and parliamentary power into executive
power, and the possibility of implementing poli-
cies that have been democratically endorsed
and legitimated by the electorate. As an increas-
ing number of Western European governments
are based on a coalition of political parties,1
studying the process of coalition formation has
never been as relevant for the understanding
of parliamentary democracies.

This chapter focuses on the executive office-
and policy-seeking behavior of parties and on the
institutional mechanisms and contexts that make
possible or impede responsible party govern-
ment, especially in the case of government coali-
tions. The following questions will be addressed:

1. Which parties get into government, and
how is coalition composition decided?

2. How are portfolios allocated between and
within parties?

3. How are governmental policies defined
during government formation?

COALITION COMPOSITION

The most substantive research question studied
in recent decades concerning parties and gov-
ernments has undoubtedly been ‘Which par-
ties get in?’. This is most relevant in ‘minority
situations’, that is, when election outcomes

do not fully decide this question by awarding
one party a majority of seats in parliament.
With the increasing fragmentation of European
party systems (Lane and Ersson, 1999: 142),
minority situations and executive power shar-
ing are more and more the normal outcome of
elections. Hence, the process of bargaining
over who will share power, and under what
terms and with what policy content, is a core
moment of European politics, and in many
countries central to defining public policies.

Given this substantive importance, the theo-
retical literature on government coalition forma-
tion is one of the most active areas of research
in the discipline, and, as a result, the literature
is now replete with theories, hypotheses, and
empirical tests regarding why some coalitions
form while others do not, produced by schol-
ars from different disciplines using ever more
sophisticated statistical methods and increas-
ingly rich data sets. However, this high level
of scientific endeavor has hardly resulted in
significant comprehensive progress in explain-
ing and predicting real-world government
compositions.

Office and policy

The first school of coalition theory was strongly
inspired by game theory (Von Neumann and
Morgenstern, 1953; Riker, 1962) and spatial
theories of party and electoral competition
(Downs, 1957; Black, 1958). Political parties
and their leaders are conceived as rational
actors, searching to maximize their utility by
gaining office.
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The ‘size school’ (also referred to as office-
seeking or policy-blind theories) has formu-
lated several ‘classic’ propositions or rules:

1 The ‘winning’ proposition stipulates that
only majority governments will form, as the
core feature of parliamentary government
is that a government can only survive if it
is supported by a majority in parliament.
A minority cabinet reaping all the benefits
of office would not be tolerated by a major-
ity opposition consisting of pure office-
seeking actors. 

2 The ‘minimal winning coalition’ (Von
Neumann and Morgenstern, 1953; Riker,
1962) proposition stipulates that coalitions
should not contain any ‘surplus’ members
(i.e., parties whose omission would not
make the coalition lose its parliamentary
majority). As the pay-offs (the number of
ministerial offices) of coalition are fixed, the
inclusion of a surplus party would force
coalition partners to share ‘unnecessarily’ the
spoils of office with the surplus member(s)
in such a constant-sum game.

These two propositions predicted an often
high number of equiprobable ‘rational’ out-
comes (see Figure 15.1), and at the same time

were rather unsuccessful in predicting coali-
tions formed in the real world.2 Theoretical
refinements of the size principle aimed at
increasing its predictive efficiency by reducing
the number of rational outcomes:

3 The ‘minimum seats’ proposition states that
in the case of different minimal winning
solutions, the minimal winning coalition that
controls the minimum number of seats will
form (Riker, 1962). If in forming a minimal
winning coalition a party can choose between
a larger or smaller partner, it will opt for the
smaller, assuming that each partner will
receive ministerial offices in proportional to
its weight in terms of parliamentary seats in
the coalition (Gamson, 1961).

4 The ‘minimum parties’ proposition – also
called the ‘bargaining proposition’ (Leiserson,
1966) – stipulates that when different minimal
winning solutions exist, the minimal win-
ning coalition that includes the smallest
number of parties will form. Here, the argu-
ment is not based on the size of the
rewards, but on ‘bargaining facility’. The
smaller the number of partners at the nego-
tiation table, the more smoothly the bar-
gaining is supposed to go, the easier it is to
reach an agreement, the more rapidly office
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Parties (in parliament with 100 seats)

A B C D E

8 21 26 12 33

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Left Right

Winning: ABCDE ABCD ABC ABE ACE ACDE ADE BCD BCE BCDE BDE BE CE

Minimal winning: ABC ADE BCD BE CE

Minimum parties: BE CE

Minimum seats: ADE

Minimal connected: ABC BCD CDE

Minimal range: ABC BCD CDE CE

Median legislator: C BC CD AC CE ABC ABCDE ABCD ACE ACDE BCD BCE BCDE (all combinations
including median legislator C)

Division of the opposition: B, C, D, BC, CD, BD (all combinations excluding simultaneously both extreme parties)

Figure 15.1 Cabinet coalitions predicted by unidimensional coalition theories for a hypothetical
distribution of seats (adapted from Lijphart, 1999: 93)
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rewards can be reaped, and the more
durable these rewards will be (increasing
the number of partners would raise the
probability of conflicts between cabinet
parties and would thus endanger the coali-
tion’s stability). 

Although these propositions greatly reduced
the set of rational outcomes, they often still
allowed for multiple predictions. Moreover,
the reduction of the prediction set was accom-
panied by a decrease of the success rate in pre-
dicting the actual governments (Browne, 1973:
28). In order to improve the predictive power
of rational office-seeking theories, policy
proximity was introduced as an additional
constraint on the ‘size and number’-based
propositions: 

5 The ‘minimal range’ proposition (Leiserson,
1966) stipulates that parties wish to be part
of a minimal winning coalition with minimal
ideological diversity. Hence, of the minimal
winning coalitions, the coalition with the
smallest ideological range, defined as the
distance (on the main dimension of com-
petition) between the two most extreme
members, will be formed.

6 The ‘minimal connected winning’ proposi-
tion (Axelrod, 1970) also concerns policy
proximity, stipulating that, amongst the
minimal winning coalitions, a coalition
whose members are ideologically ‘adjacent’
will form. Removing any of the partners
would render the coalition either non-
connected or non-winning. Hence, contrary
to the previous proposition, no ‘gaps’ are
permitted in the ordinal scaling of coalition
parties on the main policy dimension of
party competition, which sometimes neces-
sitates the inclusion of a small surplus party
ideologically situated between two other-
wise unconnected partners. 

While both scholars only added policy as an
additional concern of office-seeking political
parties, De Swaan (1973) shifted the emphasis
towards policy, arguing that parties first try to
maximize ‘policy coherence’ (expressed in
terms of a minimal distance between coalition
policies and the party’s own most preferred
policy). Hence, he formulated: 

7 The ‘minimal policy distance’ proposition,
predicting that of the winning coalitions a
coalition for which the member parties
expect that the coalition will adopt a policy
that is as close as possible to their own most
preferred policy will be formed. 

Some extreme versions of the policy-seeking
approach have abandoned office motivations
altogether. 

8 The ‘median legislator’ proposition is drawn
from majority-rule spatial voting models.
The median legislator is the member of par-
liament who occupies the median position
on the relevant policy dimension. Formal
theory shows that when parties compete
along a single policy dimension, the party
controlling the median legislator can act
as a ‘policy dictator’, as it cannot be
defeated by a majority of parties on its left
or on its right and one can therefore predict
that this policy dictator party will always
get into the government (Laver and
Schofield, 1990: 111).3 While this theory
does not predict full coalition composition
outcomes, it does theoretically help to solve
another of the main real-world paradoxes
of the game-theoretic approach, namely the
frequent occurrence of minority govern-
ments that obviously violate the basic ‘win-
ning’ proposition.

Laver and Schofield (1990: 88) argued that
minority governments may occur because of
policy divisions amongst opposition parties, so
that they cannot combine and agree on a viable
policy alternative. Minority governments
exploit these divisions by forming majorities
on an issue-by-issue basis. Strøm (1990)
devised the following testable proposition: 

9 The ‘division of the opposition’ proposi-
tion: the more ideologically divided an
opposition controlling a majority of parlia-
mentary seats, the higher the chances that a
minority cabinet will form. For an ideologi-
cally extreme party, sustaining a minority
solution can represent a good solution, as
participating in a coalition could cause elec-
toral damage due to the policy compro-
mises it would trigger, while bringing
down a minority government could result
in the subsequent formation of a majority
coalition ideologically more distant from
the extreme party than is the current minor-
ity government.4

Generally, adding policy to the propositions
has improved the predictive value of the early
pure office-seeking theories.5 Still, the empirical
results remain modest.6 While obviously richer
in theoretical terms, policy-driven coalition
theories require parties to be placed in an ideo-
logical space (which can be one- or multidimen-
sional) before they can be tested empirically.
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Whatever the placement method chosen
(manifesto content analysis, survey analysis of
electorates’ or elites’ policy positions, expert
surveys), measuring party positions remains a
difficult exercise. It is all the more so for multi-
dimensional models of coalition formation, to
which we now turn.

Most early policy-driven theories were uni-
dimensional, although the policy space in
some of the countries on which the theories
were tested were recognized to be multicleavage
polities (Lipset and Rokkan, 1967; Lijphart,
1984: 130). Hence, by only focusing on the left-
right dimension, researchers may miss an
important part of the real-world picture of
party policy competition. Especially in multi-
dimensional fragmented party systems, there
is a wide range of smaller parties that may seek
to realize their policy preferences elsewhere
than on the left-right divide (centre-periphery,
postmaterialism, etc.). Hence, including such
parties may produce a coalition that appears to
be unconnected, simply because one is looking at
the wrong policy dimension, while the coalition
may be perfectly connected on other policy
dimensions more relevant to those parties.
Hence, a single-minded focus on the left-right
divide may well obscure rational policy-seeking
behavior on other dimensions. The incorpo-
ration of multiple dimensions is increasingly
warranted, given the emergence of new cleav-
ages, the shift from social-structural voting to
issue voting (Dalton, 1996) and increasing
party system fragmentation.

A large number of multidimensional coali-
tion formation theories have been formulated7.
They all share the assumption that parties
want to be members of a winning coalition that
is as close as possible to their own ideal posi-
tion in the multidimensional space. The
theories differ strongly, however, in their defi-
nitions of which coalition produces the highest
utility, that is, satisfies best the smallest dis-
tance assumption (De Vries, 1999: 16–17).

Multidimensional models also share several
theoretical and practical problems. First, most
of them generally do not predict a single or
limited number of outcomes unless rather
unlikely conditions are fulfilled. Second, most
spatial theories are not designed to predict
coalitions but to search for an ‘undominated
policy point’ in the space. Additional infer-
ences are thus needed to identify which parties
stand a better chance of being included in the
coalition. Third, they require metric data on
party positions on the relevant dimensions.
Because dimensions other than left-right are
dealt with in party manifestoes, most authors

use the Manifesto Research Group data.
However, these data were collected to measure
the salience of issues and not parties’ policy
positions. It may thus require a heroic leap to
infer party positions from such a data set. On
the other hand, expert surveys are only snap-
shots and may be subject to other sources of
errors such as the contamination of experts’
placement of parties by their knowledge of
prior coalition government experiences. Most
often, different data sets produce different
party positions (De Vries, 1999: 240), and the
need for measurement on multiple dimensions
increases the risks of such discrepancies, which
in turn generate different predictions for the
same models. Although multidimensional
models aim to be more realistic, they are quite
unstable, and empirical results are unimpres-
sive.8 Finally, multidimensional models assume
that party leaders are aware of their exact
policy positions, and those of all the other par-
ties represented in parliament, on a number of
relevant dimensions of competition, and are,
moreover, sophisticated enough to carry out
quite complicated calculations to determine
the coalition that will be closest to their pre-
ferred policy positions.

The role of institutions in
coalition formation

New institutionalism emerged in the early
1980s as a major alternative to the traditional
institution-free approaches by emphasizing the
role of different types of institutions in struc-
turing the outcomes of the coalition formation
process. The new institutionalist approaches
do not reject office- and policy-seeking ratio-
nales, but add constraints imposed by institu-
tional rules. Institutions are defined as any
restriction on the set of feasible cabinet coali-
tions that is beyond the short-term control
of the players (Strøm et al., 1994). Hence, dif-
ferences in coalition outcomes (especially
relevant for cross-country comparisons) are
predicted on the basis of institutional differ-
ences with regard to coalition bargaining rules
and norms that allocate power differently
between (party) actors in the bargaining
process.

One can distinguish neo-institutional theories
based on the rules and norms governing the
process of government formation itself, from
the (more recent) theories that focus on the
rules that structure cabinet decision-making and
inter-party bargaining in the post-formation
phase. 
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Institutions structuring the formation
bargaining process

The first group of institutions (for inventories,
see Strøm et al., 1994; Laver and Schofield,
1990; Mershon, 1994) includes the following:

1 ‘Recognition rules’ that stipulate which
party or parties will be asked to form a gov-
ernment, and in what order. This recognition
may be enshrined in formal and even consti-
tutional rules, or invested in other actors
such as the head of state (Bogdanor, 1984).
Recognition invests a formateur (and his
party) with the power to propose the coali-
tion alternatives over which bargaining will
take place. Potential partners must accept or
reject the proposals brought forward by this
formateur before bargaining over other pro-
posals can proceed. Hence, a formateur
party should be able to guarantee its own
entry into the government as well as to pro-
pose and have accepted coalitions composed
of parties that it finds to be most compatible
with its own policy preferences. As formal
recognition rules are quite rare, in the real
world the largest party generally tends to
become the formateur party (Diermeier and
Merlo, 2004), while according to Morelli
(1999) it is the median party in systems
where the head of state has discretionary
power over the selection of formateurs. 

2 The power to control the timing of the bar-
gaining over a new cabinet, especially by
incumbent prime ministers. Strøm et al.
(1994) argue that an incumbent cabinet that
manages to stay in office during the (usu-
ally post-electoral) formation bargaining
over its successor, enjoys an advantage in
the coalition negotiations, as it constitutes
the fall-back or ‘reversion outcome’ if bar-
gaining goes on endlessly or breaks down.
Thus, parties whose most preferred out-
come coincides with this reversion outcome
enjoy a particular advantage, as they have
an interest in boycotting or sabotaging any
other alternative coalition formation attempt
to which they are invited.9

3 Investiture rules stipulating whether a new
government must pass a formal vote in the
legislature, and with what kind of majority.
Theoretically and empirically, minority
governments are more likely to form in the
absence of an investiture rule, since their
general policy program need not be sub-
jected to a formal parliamentary go-ahead
at the cabinet’s initiation. In countries with
such ‘negative investiture’ rules, minority

governments can avoid instant ‘political
death sentences’ expressed by a motion of
defiance from majority opposition by skill-
fully manipulating the legislative agenda
and building ad hoc majorities on each
separate issue the government submits to a
vote in the legislature (Bergman, 1995). 

4 Rules constraining the party composition of
a government (such as the Belgian constitu-
tional rule that requires an equal number of
French- and Dutch-speaking ministers) or
the size of a ‘winning’ majority, which has
for too long been narrowed down to con-
trolling a simple majority. In certain systems,
controlling a majority of seats in the parlia-
ment is just not enough to implement an
‘ordinary’ policy agenda. First, there are
policies that require constitutional reform,
for which in many countries a special
threshold (of two-thirds or more) has to be
attained, sometimes spanning two legisla-
tures (Lijphart, 1999: 217–23). Also, in many
countries particular policy sectors require
special majorities (Müller, 2000: 91). Recently,
scholars set out to explore the consequences
of bicameralism for government formation.
Parties seem to anticipate the potential insta-
bility induced by the presence of a second
legislative chamber and decide to form larger
coalitions in the lower house (Diermeier et al.,
2002, forthcoming) or, minority coalitions if
they rely on a majority in the upper house
(Druckman et al., forthcoming).10

Some behavioral rules, not enshrined in formal
institutions, also affect the bargaining process
and outcome. The most prominent is the
respect of pre-electoral commitments between
parties to form the next government, election
results permitting. This can either take the
form of a positive statement that commits a
party to form a government with another party
(thereby implicitly excluding other parties that
did not sign the pact), or negatively, as an ‘anti-
pact’ in which parties declare that they will not
coalesce, for instance by ruling out either any
coalition that includes a particular ‘pariah
party’, or the party’s participation in a specific
coalition or any coalition. Given the general
moral principle of pacta sunt servanda and cred-
ibility as a central ingredient for successful
coalition building, public pre-formation com-
mitments to rule or not to rule with some other
parties constitute very powerful real-world
constraints on coalition bargaining (Martin
and Stevenson, 2001; Golder, 2004).

Most existing theories are ‘history blind’ in
another way, by assuming that the formation of
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a particular government will not be influenced
by the formation of preceding governments.
Some authors introduced parties’ past histories
in the form of mutual satisfaction based on
past gains. In particular, ‘familiarity’ between
parties that governed together in the past
enhances the probability of governing together
in the future, thereby showing that govern-
ments are not formed ab nihilo (Franklin and
Mackie, 1983).

Institutions structuring post-formation
government decision-making

Other recent theories explore the constraints
on coalition composition of rules that structure
government decision-making once a new gov-
ernment is in place, thus effectively ruling out
certain combinations and making others more
likely by anticipation. These include cabinet
operational rules (e.g., the balance between
collective cabinet and individual ministerial
policy jurisdiction (Laver & Shepsle, 1996; for a
critique, see Dunleavy and Bastow, 2001), the
prime minister’s power to reshuffle or deselect
ministers (Strøm, 1998), political responsibility
and resignation rules); parliamentary rules
(decision rules such as qualified majority
votes, the right to turn any vote on a specific
issue into a vote of confidence (Huber, 1996));
rules for dissolving the legislature and for call-
ing early elections (Strøm and Swindle, 2002);
electoral system rules; rules granting power to
external veto players (head of state, domestic
pressure groups), etc. Strøm et al. (1994)
demonstrated on a small sample that the insti-
tutional constraints model manages to predict
the cabinets actually formed better than simple
size- and policy-driven models, but verifica-
tion of the full institutional model on a large
number of cases is still lacking. 

Bargaining theories and
actor-oriented theories

In some theories, parties’ chances of being
included in government depend on their
strategic position in legislative bargaining
games. Hence, they focus on the existence and
properties of such special ‘powerful’ or ‘domi-
nant’ players,11 and the probability of these
parties getting into government, rather than
the probability of particular coalition formulae.

The most basic and best-known version of this
approach is the median legislator theory men-
tioned above. Another actor-oriented bargaining
approach developed voting power indices, of

which the Shapley-Shubik (1954) index and the
Banzhaf (1965) index are the most renowned. The
voting power of a player, which is calculated by
listing all the coalitions in which it makes the
coalition win or lose (the number of pivots or
swings), is compared to the voting power of
other parliamentary parties. The voting power of
individual parties may differ starkly from their
weight in seats: a rather small party may be as
powerful (and, depending on the index used,
may be even more powerful) than a much bigger
one within a given distribution of seats.
Although hitherto rarely employed,12 the inclu-
sion of the power indices instead of the party
weights, and their combination with the assump-
tions on policy distance and institutional con-
straints used in formal theories, could well be
one of the most promising new avenues for
formal as well as descriptive research on coali-
tion formation in terms of composition, portfolio
allocation, policy formulation and process.
Notice also that following Warwick’s (1996)
analysis of factors affecting individual parties’
odds of becoming government formateur or
coalition partner, some scholars looked more
specifically at parties’ results in the elections pre-
ceding the formation of a government (Mattila
and Raunio, 2004; Isaksson, 2005).

Discussion

After four decades of comparative research on
the party composition of cabinets, this research
field has become highly mature, in terms of the
diversity of theoretical approaches and para-
digms that are competing, their degree of for-
malization, the variety and sophistication of
methods applied, and the scope and richness
of the data sets used for testing hypotheses.

However, there are still major shortcomings.
First, existing theories do not predict and
therefore sufficiently explain a significant pro-
portion of cabinet compositions formed in the
real world. Whereas the latest comprehensive
model of Martin and Stevenson does predict
correctly an impressive number (about half) of
real-world coalitions, this is done by lumping
together two dozen variables drawn from
three main schools, and the model therefore
lacks parsimony and internal consistency. Still,
a systematic comparative testing of theories
and families of theories against each other, in
combination with each other,13 as well as
against randomly generated solutions seems a
promising path in evaluating the predictive
capacity of coalition theories (De Vries, 1999;
Martin and Stevenson, 2001). Studies that
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concentrate on parties getting into government
as the unit of analysis rather than the full cabi-
net composition have better prediction rates,
but they clearly explain less. More generally,
focusing on predictions is only one part of
a causal explanation, which needs both an
account of causal effects of independent vari-
ables and a verification of the real-world pres-
ence of the causal mechanisms posited by a
theory. This goal may be achieved by combin-
ing quantitative tests of existing theories with a
qualitative treatment of cases that confirm and
cases that disconfirm the theory, by tracing the
process and the variables that caused the
observed outcome (Bäck and Dumont, 2004).

Second, in order to test existing spatial
theories, especially multidimensional models,
one needs more reliable data on party policy
positions. Also many formal models theorize
variables that in practice are hard to opera-
tionalize, especially for cabinets in the more dis-
tant past (such as actors’ electoral expectations
or satisfaction with former experiences with
partners in government). It comes as no surprise
that the authors who formulate such abstract
models at best give one or two examples that
seem to fit their model. The insertion of institu-
tional variables into formal models, albeit gen-
erally easy to collect and boosting the prediction
rate, tends to lead to unacceptable simplifica-
tions of reality and/or to unmanageable mathe-
matical complexities (De Vries, 1999). 

Finally, although most scholars acknowl-
edge that during government formation a lot
of bargaining goes on within parties (Luebbert,
1986; Laver and Schofield, 1990; Müller and
Strøm, 1999), for the sake of model simplicity
as well as data collection problems on internal
party divisions, almost all theories treat parties
as unitary actors (for exceptions, see
Robertson, 1976; Budge and Farlie, 1983; Maor,
1995). One operational indicator of internal
divisions could be voting behavior during
party investitures (De Winter et al., 2000: 345).
The support expressed for the upcoming coali-
tion within intra-party arenas may serve as a
more valid proxy for party cohesion than par-
liamentary group cohesion in investiture votes. 

PORTFOLIO ALLOCATION

The question ‘Who gets what in coalition gov-
ernment?’ is even older than the question of
‘Who gets in?’. The basic finding of the first
analyses inspired by rational choice, that is, the
existence of an ‘iron law’ of proportionality

(Gamson, 1961), has generally been confirmed
by subsequent research (Browne and Franklin,
1973; Browne and Feste, 1975; Budge and
Keman, 1990). While this proportionality norm
may seem trivial, it actually is not, especially
seen from a bargaining perspective. Hence,
interest in the question of portfolio allocation
has revived in recent years in order to provide
a more solid theoretical grounding for this
empirical law, to explain marginal but signifi-
cant deviations from the rule, and to produce
weights and data (through expert surveys) for
different types of ministerial portfolios (prime
minister, senior ministers, ordinary and junior
ministers).

The iron law of proportionality

The starting point for the proportionality rule is
the assumption that players have a specific
weight, usually assumed to be proportional to
the number of seats in parliament. Gamson
(1962: 158) postulates that ‘any participant will
expect others to demand from a coalition a share
of the payoff proportional to the amount of
resources which they contribute to a coalition’.
Still, a minor player should be capable of increas-
ing its office share if it were necessary to keep a
third player out of the coalition (Gamson, 1961).
As all players consider proportionality as their
bottom-line demand and concede that the other
players take proportionality as their minimum
expectation, proportionality becomes the only
allocation principle on which all can agree.

Empirical analyses confirm the propor-
tionality thesis (over 90% of the variance
explained), sometimes with smaller parties
getting bonus portfolios, probably in order to
avoid their potential defection to another coali-
tion that would offer a better payoff or simply
because their small size would not have
allowed them to receive any portfolio under
pure proportionality.14

Still, this very strong relationship between
seat weight and portfolio allocation is puzzling
from a bargaining perspective: if bargaining is
the predominant logic behind coalition forma-
tion, and if a party’s bargaining power is
dependent on its strategic position rather than
on its size alone, what in practice prevents par-
ties with great bargaining power from claiming
a disproportionate share of the portfolios?15

Qualitative portfolio allocation

Apart from the quantitative questions of portfolio
allocation, there is the question of which party,
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intra-party faction, and individual gets which
type of portfolio (in terms of policy domain,
prestige, spending power, etc.). Until the 1990s,
few empirical theories on qualitative portfolio
allocations were tested (Budge and Keman
1990). Laver and Shepsle’s (1996) assumption of
ministerial portfolio dictatorship, coupled with
the hypothesis that the median party on the rel-
evant policy dimension will get the specific
portfolio, has drawn new attention to the quali-
tative aspect of portfolio allocation.

A first qualitative distinction between portfo-
lios is policy domain. Some link was found
between parties’ ideological profile and their
control of a particular domain of ministries.
Browne and Feste (1975) explain this party–
portfolio link by the ‘possible reinforcement of
the loyalty of each party clientele’s group’. A
basic problem of the empirical testing of this
nexus is the a priori assumption of the static
nature of party families’ portfolio preferences,
which are assumed constant over time and
between countries (Budge and Keman, 1990).
The empirical findings are therefore rather weak.
Budge and Keman (1990: 98–102) also focused on
the prime ministerial portfolio, predicting that
the premiership goes to the major party (which
actually occurs in 80% of the post-war European
coalition governments). Again, under the pro-
portionality rule, one can expect that the largest
party can claim the largest spoils, and therefore
can choose the biggest prize. The few deviations
can be explained by presidential nomination
power, by a rough equality of size between the
main coalition parties, and by intra-party dis-
sensus impeding the largest party from nomi-
nating a candidate for this office.

This points to a wider question of party unity
in seeking portfolios. Case studies on factional-
ized parties – such as Christian Democrats in
Latin countries (Blondel and Cotta, 1996;
Mershon, 2001) – highlight the role of factions in
distributing ministerial portfolios within parties.
In addition, even in unitary parties, party leaders
have to take into account a series of equilibria, in
terms of the territorial background of ministers,
constituency party support, gender, distribution
between first and second chamber, etc. Hence,
intra-party decision-making rules and con-
straints, and the old question of party cohesion,
have entered the most recent research (Laver
and Shepsle, 2000; Pennings, 2000).

Discussion

By linking the coalition formation process to
the portfolio allocation process, some recent

formal theories have tried to overcome the limits
of the first generations of quantitative and
qualitative portfolio allocation theories. This
linkage is made by assuming that portfolios
are all about policy, and that obtaining ‘policy
portfolios’ rather than ‘offices and their perks’
is the core of the coalition bargaining process
(Austen-Smith and Banks, 1990; Schofield,
1993; Laver and Shepsle, 1990, 1996). Although
these theories have been empirically tested on
only a few selected cases, these formal theories
also introduce a variety of institutional con-
ditions under which the policy portfolio bar-
gaining is supposed to occur, and thus, unlike
their predecessors, are not institution-blind.
They include rules concerning the nomination
discretion of the prime minister and the head
of state, the power of the finance minister, the
role of party leaders, etc. Yet, rather than equat-
ing portfolio bargaining to policy bargaining,
one should keep these goals analytically sepa-
rate, as parties may differ in the emphasis they
put on maximizing policy, office or vote (Strøm
and Müller, 1999). These disparities allow for
tradeoffs between the different payoffs, which
in principle should facilitate coalition forma-
tion. For instance, office-seeking parties may
want to trade policy concessions to the policy-
seeking parties in return for a disproportionate
share of portfolios.

Moreover, a number of questions remain
unanswered regarding the dependent and inde-
pendent variables, the process that links them
and the potential effects on coalition governance
and outputs in this type of research. As far as
the dependent variables are concerned, the
study of the full range of relevant offices has
only very recently started. Junior ministerships
are often used as spare change to round off or
fine-tune portfolio deals but sometimes also are
considered to be policy-relevant (Mershon,
2001; Thies, 2001; Manow and Zorn, 2004). In
some countries, the ‘offices cake’ should be
extended to include the Speaker in parliament
or the European Commissioner. 

Although important efforts have recently
been made to weight a wide range of portfolios
(Druckman and Warwick, 2005), we still know
little about how parties in practice weigh port-
folios and which criteria they use to do so:
policy relevance (Dumont, 1998), interests of
traditional or new clienteles, patronage oppor-
tunities, prestige, visibility, distributive versus
redistributive policy departments, goodness of
fit with the qualifications of the ministrables
available in the party, the appetite of incon-
tournable ministrables, etc.). In several coun-
tries, parties or the head of state allot certain
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portfolios to non-partisan technocrats (De
Winter, 1991; Strøm, 2000; Amorim Neto and
Strøm, 2004), a practice that certainly contra-
dicts the office-seeking drive on which most
portfolio theories are based. 

With regard to the policy impact of portfolio
bargaining, it is also important to know when
portfolio bargaining actually starts: at the end
of the policy negotiations (as most research
seems to suggest), or before. This question is
linked to decision-making within parties. Are
ministrables members of the negotiating teams
that draft the policy agreement and bargain
over portfolios? Do they help themselves to a
portfolio of their liking? Does such interlock-
ing of principal and agent, when party leaders
bargain over portfolios that they themselves
would like to occupy (Andeweg, 2000), allow
ministers to become unaccountable policy
dictators (Laver and Shepsle, 1996), in spite of
the formal existence of a collective coalition
agreement? To date, most empirical analyses
suggest that only the allocation between parties
matters with regard to policy outputs (Laver
and Shepsle, 1994; Klingemann et al., 1994).

POLICY FORMULATION

There are two contrasting views concerning the
policy relevance of coalition negotiations
(Timmermans, 2003): the ‘positive’ version con-
siders the formulation of coalition agreements
as a genuine opportunity for parties to influence
the future government’s policy agenda
(Peterson et al., 1983; Peterson and De Ridder,
1986); the ‘sceptics’ consider coalition negotia-
tions as ‘policy irrelevant’, being either just a
‘ritual’ carried out to ease the transition from
election campaign competition to inter-party
governmental co-operation (Luebbert, 1986), or
because the link is only conditionally relevant,
that is, it is relevant only if policy proposals sup-
ported in the coalition agreement are supported
by the party that receives the relevant ministerial
portfolio (Laver and Shepsle, 1996: 42).

Empirical studies tend to support the posi-
tive view. In most countries, policy bargaining
is the main subject of the formation negotiation
process. This can be inferred from numerous
indicators. First, there is a growing tendency in
West-European governments to draft a govern-
ment policy agreement (Müller and Strøm,
forthcoming). Policy bargaining consumes
most time in the bargaining process (often
weeks or months), while the allocation of
portfolios is settled in a few hours or days

(De Winter and Dumont, forthcoming). Apart
from Italy, portfolio allocation follows the con-
clusion of a general agreement on policy
between the parties that will constitute the next
government (Budge and Laver, 1992: 415), and
most formation attempts break down on policy,
not on the allocation of portfolios. Coalition
agreements tend to grow in length and detail,
and they mostly cover substantive policy areas
(Müller and Strøm, 2000). Second, coalition
agreements contain issues that are salient to
the member parties and for which they have
formulated policy pledges, even when they dis-
agree on the solution of such issues (Thomson,
1999). They do not focus only on non-divisive
issues (Klingemann et al., 1994), and when
divisive ones are not mentioned in the agree-
ment, mechanisms to deal with these during
the life of the cabinet are often specified
(Timmermans, 2003). But overall, during the
negotiations the pledges most salient to each
party tend to receive explicit attention.

Regarding their potential policy impact,
although coalition agreements are never
legally binding, in practice they often do bind
partners strongly. In fact, these agreements
usually are endorsed by the parties’ main deci-
sional body (e.g., the party congress, parlia-
mentary party or party executive), and, as
such, this endorsement legitimately binds all
the other sections of the party, from the rank-
and-file members to constituency party organi-
zations, individual members of parliament and
ministers, the party executive, and the party
leader. The party investiture is therefore a
crucial moment for making agreements stick,
not only between parties but also, more impor-
tantly, within parties (De Winter et al., 2000).

In most countries these coalition agreements
are widely available to the general public,
which expands their utility for scrutinizing
government performance by party bodies, as
well as by other actors, such as interest groups,
the media, and retrospective voters. Coalition
cabinets and parties have, in addition, set up a
variety of mechanisms and rules to facilitate
the smooth implementation of these agree-
ments, to solve conflicts over the way they
should be interpreted, to formulate an answer
to issues not anticipated by or included in the
agreement, and to amend these agreements
without jeopardizing the coalition’s survival. 

Recent empirical research (Müller and Strøm,
forthcoming) suggests that in most countries
coalition agreements are central instruments
for coalition policy-making. They also have an
important theoretical role in the process of
governance once a cabinet has been formed:
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they are vital devices that make coalition
government possible and help tackle some
of the severe and complex bargaining prob-
lems and inherent weaknesses of coalitions,
such as limited information, non-simultaneity
of exchange, cyclical voting, formal ministerial
discretion over departmental policy agendas,
their implementation and coordination, prob-
lems of interdepartmental interdependency,
shared competencies, changes in external con-
text, etc. (Lupia and Strøm, forthcoming).

Hence, from an empirical and theoretical
point of view, coalition agreements emerge as
one of the main institutions that make collec-
tive coalition cabinets viable. Still the practical
working of ‘governing by contract’ remains to
a large extent a black box.17

CONCLUSION

The formation of a government is a crucial
aspect of democratic politics, because it deals
with the conquest of power and the possibility of
implementing policies that have been democ-
ratically endorsed and legitimated by the voters.
This field of party studies is, together with
voting, probably the most mature field in party
research, in terms of the variety of competing
theoretical frameworks produced by scholars
from different disciplines, the sophistication of
statistical techniques, and the richness of avail-
able data sets. However, this high level of
scientific activity has in the last decade scarcely
resulted in significant comprehensive progress
in explaining and predicting real-world gov-
ernment compositions. Models aggregating
current knowledge still do not manage to
predict correctly more than half of the coalitions
actually formed in the real world. 

The field still has several shortcomings.
First, the inclusion or exclusion of explanatory
variables in formal models is often determined
by difficulties of operationalization rather than
by theoretical coherence. Also, some crucial
variables are often poorly operationalized,
leading to unreliable and unstable conclusions,
especially in the field of party ideological posi-
tions. There is also the problem of selection
bias as the prediction success rate of composi-
tion and portfolio allocation theories differs
between countries (and to a lesser extent
between time periods). The goodness of fit of
theories is thus conditional on the countries
and time frames selected. 

Furthermore, some essential components of
coalition formation are traditionally neglected,

like the frequently occurring formation failures
(Müller and Strøm, 2000: 570). Also we know
very little about the operation of the formation
process, in terms of negotiators, their autonomy
vis-à-vis their party principals, their tactics and
games, their criteria for evaluating alternative
policy and portfolio proposals, the benefits of a
retreat into opposition, etc. Also, political parties
figure as the main actors in explaining coalition
outcomes in almost all theories, while in certain
systems the head of state, pressure groups, or
foreign powers sometimes have a significant
formal or informal veto power.

Many of the real-world formations remain
theoretical puzzles, of which vital explanatory
pieces are lacking (De Winter et al., forthcom-
ing). Government formation, like all politics, is
conducted by human actors, but unlike studies
of most other political activity (e.g., voting,
political participation, legislative behavior),
coalition formation theory does not pay much
attention to the accounts and explanations of
the human actors involved in government for-
mations themselves. This imbalance can be
redressed by ‘thick’ descriptions of govern-
ment formations, preferably using information
from participants obtained through elite inter-
viewing, analyses of memoirs, etc. Only in this
way can we try to reconstruct actors’ prefer-
ences, motivations, strategies, evaluation of
past experiences, anticipation of future devel-
opments, perception of the credibility of other
negotiators, capacity to commit their party, and
the perceived impact of formal and informal
institutional constraints and veto players.
However, the ultimate aim of such an induc-
tive approach should not be the writing of a
thriller reconstructing dramatic deviant forma-
tions, but to feed new explanations – discovered
by thick descriptions – back into theory formu-
lation. As such, inductive research should
serve as a complement, not as an alternative, to
existing formal theories that have considerably
contributed to our current state of understand-
ing of government formation.

NOTES

1. In 17 countries of post-war Europe (1945–99),
more than 80% of the majority governments
formed were coalition governments (Strøm et al.,
forthcoming).

2. In the vast majority of comparative studies con-
ducted since the early 1970s, of governments
formed one third or more were minority cabinets
and at most 40% were minimal winning. 
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3. In the 1945–99 period, roughly 80% of Western
European parliamentary governments included
the median legislator party on the first dimen-
sion (Strøm et al., forthcoming), while two-
thirds of the minority governments formed in
13 countries of post-war western Europe con-
tained the median party on the first dimension
(Müller and Strøm, 2000: 561, 564).

4. Amongst the other incentives facilitating minor-
ity governments, Strøm (1990) added legisla-
tures with a strong committee system that
allows opposition parties to have a say in legis-
lation without carrying the electoral burden of
incumbency, Kalandrakis (2004) added the (low)
share of central government in total public
spending, while Indridason (2004) added the
lack of government opportunities for clientelism
(which render parties less office-seeking). 

5. While in most of the composition models dis-
cussed up until now, parties are predominantly
office- and/or policy-seekers, some authors
explicitly refer to their vote-seeking motivations
(Strøm, 1990; Warwick, 2000, 2005; Austen-Smith
and Banks, 1988; Baron, 1993; Baron and Diermeier,
2001; and especially Strøm and Müller, 1999).
Although taken up by a number of scholars, the
office cum policy cum voting framework has not
yet been systematically tested in a quantitative,
comparative way but relies on formal models or
thick descriptions of a number of instances in
which parties had to make particularly difficult
choices between the three objectives.

6. In the 1945–99 period, of parliamentary govern-
ments in 17 western European countries (exclud-
ing cases of single-party majority governments)
slightly more than one third were connected, but
less than one-fifth were minimal connected win-
ning (Strøm et al., forthcoming). Martin and
Stevenson (2001: 47) show that coalitions that
have, according to traditional size and policy
variables, the highest chances of forming actu-
ally form in the real world only 11% of the time!

7. See Grofman’s (1982) protocoalition formation
model, Schofield’s (1993, 1995) model of the
political heart, De Swaan’s (1973) policy dis-
tance theory, Laver and Shepsle’s (1990, 1996)
winset theory on credibility proposals, etc.

8. Testing Grofman’s model of protocoalition for-
mation, a highly disaggregated 20-dimensional
representation triggered better predictive rates
than unidimensional models in less than half of
the countries covered in Laver and Budge’s
(1992: 413) volume, and a two-dimensional rep-
resentation was better than a unidimensional
one in only one of the 11 countries studied!

9. For empirical testing, see Diermeier and Merlo
(2004), Warwick (1996), and Martin and
Stevenson (2001).

10. Downs (1998) also investigated whether the
composition of coalitions formed at a subna-
tional level has an effect on the formation of
national-level governments.

11. Peleg (1980) introduced the concept of the
‘dominant player’, while Van Deemen (1991)
introduced the concept of the ‘central player’. 

12. Van Deemen (1997) combined power indices
with an actor-oriented theory when he intro-
duced power indices in the ‘power-excess’
theory. Different chapters in Strøm et al. (forth-
coming) use Banzhaf power indices and the mea-
sure of fragmentation of individual parties’
shares of power to reflect bargaining complexity
in coalition formation, duration, and termination.

13. Martin and Stevenson (2001) compared the pre-
dictions generated from different families of
coalition theories with the coalitions that actu-
ally formed in 14 countries in roughly the
1945–85 period. They conclude that nine size-
and ideology-based variables predict actually
formed government compositions only 11% of
the time, that adding eight pre-formation insti-
tutional factors increases the prediction success
rate to 40%, while adding four post-formation
variables drawn from the portfolio allocation
approach predicts the correct government
approximately half the time.

14. The proportionality norm is also respected
when one takes the relative saliency of different
ministerial portfolios into account (Warwick
and Druckman, 2001, 2004; Druckman and
Warwick, 2005).

15. On this debate see Warwick and Druckman
(2004) and Ansolabehere et al. (2005).

16. On the implementation of coalition contracts,
see Klingemann et al., 1994; Thomson, 1999;
Timmermans, 2003; Moury, 2005.
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INTRODUCTION

Party patronage is the use of public resources
in particularistic and direct exchanges between
clients and party politicians or party func-
tionaries. Directness means that, in contrast to
programmatic linkages, the parties are able to
identify their clients individually and engage
in a contract-like exchange relationship in
which politicians provide goods and services
in exchange for some kind of support.
Typically, party patronage is disguised for offi-
cial purposes as norm application and, indeed,
many patronage acts do not violate legal
norms. Yet, clients who receive public goods
and services understand that their party con-
nection has been critical for that purpose.
A party connection may be essential because
the bureaucracy is inefficient and unrespon-
sive and/or because it helps to use administra-
tive discretion to the benefit of the client,
indeed, up to the point of bending the law.

A judgemental classification of some Western
democracies, worked out by the author in
cooperation with Herbert Kitschelt, distin-
guishes four categories of countries:

• No or virtually no party patronage:
Denmark, Finland, Norway, and Sweden.

• Low level of party patronage: the
Netherlands, Switzerland, and the UK.

• Medium level of party patronage: France,
Germany, Iceland, Ireland, Luxembourg,
Portugal, Spain and the USA.

• High level of party patronage: Austria,
Belgium, Greece, and Italy.

Although there are relevant differences
between the countries within each group, this
ordering is alphabetical and not an attempt to
assign rank order.

THE BENEFITS OF CLIENTS

A number of client benefits have been identi-
fied in the international literature on party
patronage. They can be located on a contin-
uum between incentive and compulsion. In the
first case, the client receives something of
value to him, in the latter case the client is pro-
tected from some negative event. Often, the
patron not only is able to prevent negative
events but also can make them more likely to
occur in the case of disobedience. The follow-
ing discussion moves from the least coercive to
the most coercive of these exchanges. 

There are non-material and material patron-
age goods. Among the first ones is know-how,
especially for dealing with authorities. If the
bureaucratic requirements for claiming public
services are highly formalized, complicated,
and tedious, and therefore difficult for the
‘ordinary’ citizen to cope with, the intermedi-
ary role of delegates and party functionaries
may consist solely of putting through their
rightful claims. It is also possible, however, for
these professional intermediaries, backed up
by the power of a party, to expand illicitly the
interpretation of the conditions for allocating
services. In this case, the patronage resource is
no longer know-how concerning access to gov-
ernment services, but the services themselves.
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Non-material status improvements (such as
titles or knighthoods) are another benefit often
exchanged in patronage relations (Blondel and
Cotta, 1996, 2000).

Material patronage goods cover a wide range.
Until the late 1950s, packets of macaroni were
still distributed in Italian election campaigns to
‘persuade’ the recipients (Zuckerman, 1979).
Most material patronage resources are, how-
ever, rather more subtle (Mühlmann and
Llayora, 1968: 32; Chubb, 1982: 11ff). Public
money is used directly in various ways: grants,
subsidies, government contracts, tax reliefs, and
sponsored credits. Handing out the money can
take different forms, from administrative deci-
sions to tailor-made pork barrel legislation.
Another resource is licences, e.g. for practising
certain professions or businesses. Such a
licence grants entry to some partly protected
sector of the economy and hence provides the
holder with a relatively safe income. In many
countries public housing is a classic patronage
resource (Higgins, 1982: 172–3; Chubb, l982:
172–3; Müller, 1989). Yet, the most important
patronage resource may be jobs in the public
sector. Two forms of ‘job patronage’ can be dis-
tinguished: service patronage and power
patronage (Eschenburg, 1961). Service patronage
refers to employment or promotion in
exchange for the client’s loyalty outside his or
her job. Power patronage refers to the allocation
of important positions. The decisive question
in selecting personnel is what the client, once
appointed, will be able and willing to do for
the party.

The above suggests that the greater the
public sector, the greater is the potential for
patronage. This is true. However, shrinking the
public sector leads to enormous increases in
patronage resources in the short term. If priva-
tization is carried out according to considera-
tions of patronage rather than efficiency, the
parties in charge of making these decisions
have greater patronage resources than their
predecessors, in effect being able to use the ‘cap-
ital’ of the public sector for patronage, where
their predecessors, in maintaining the public
sector, could only use ‘the interest’. Industrial
privatization in the former Soviet Union and
Eastern Europe often seems to have followed
that logic and the political relations of potential
buyers of public sector property seem to have
been important in Western European countries,
as well (Feigenbaum et al., 1998). Such deals
have the potential of generating enormous
kickbacks for the parties in charge of making the
decisions. At the same time privatization can
also undermine existing patronage relations

(e.g. those between public sector employees
and their parties). This is not an inconsistency
in party strategy, as the parties carrying out pri-
vatizations typically are different from the ones
that hold party sector strongholds.

Finally, patronage can also be used for the
purpose of waiving administrative penalties.
Opportunities for imposing such penalties
nearly always exist. By having patronage a
client can get around them. Government parties
abuse public authority not for bribing firms to
contribute to their resources, but forcing them to
do so. Firms that do not contribute run the risk
of being excluded from all kinds of government
contracts. Rather than providing ‘preferential
treatment’ for party donors, non-donors are
punished, e.g. for not observing environmental
standards or safety regulations, and thorough
inspections by the tax authorities (see Chubb,
1982). Italy and France come close to the coer-
cion solution (Ruggiero, 1996; Nelken, 1996).
The business contributions to party finance, as
revealed, for instance, in the Tangentopoli scandal,
have more resemblance to a tax imposed on the
firms than to voluntary bargains.

BENEFITS OF THE PARTIES

Political parties, party factions, and individual
politicians expect the following pay-offs from
patronage: votes, labour, money, strategic flex-
ibility, and policy-making capacity.

Votes

The simplest expectation in patronage rela-
tions is that the clients vote for the party that
has provided the goods or services. Provided
the electoral institutions allow, votes can be
more narrowly targeted to factions or individual
politicians (Golden, 2003). Note, however, that
policing the deal is difficult for the party
(Warner, 1997). This problem can be solved if
the party manages to make their patronage
relations a social exchange that creates the feel-
ing of belonging (Eisenstadt and Roniger, 1984;
Guterbock, 1980). Alternatively, the party can
use proxies for the electoral loyalty of its
clients, such as their participation in elections
(provided that there are not suitable alterna-
tives) or use institutional remedies (Müller,
2006), though this is not always possible.
Political parties may therefore be better off
concentrating on other potential benefits of
patronage relations.
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Labour and money

Political parties can tend to confine their patron-
age to party members and hence provide incen-
tives for enrolment. Dues-paying members, in
turn, provide the party with financial resources.
Some members become activists who also devote
labour to the party. Many parties critically
depend on the work of activists for maintaining
their mass organization and conducting cam-
paigns. Yet, from the point of view of the party,
labour and money, to some extent, can serve as
substitutes for one another (Strøm, 1990).
Therefore, party patronage never was confined
to the masses of the lower social strata. While
patronage for businesses is unlikely to tie great
numbers of voters to the party or fill its ranks
of activists, monetary returns can be used for
buying professional services such as opinion
polls, political consulting, and television spots
on the market which, in turn, are designed to
help boosting the party’s electoral performance
(Wolfinger, 1972: 393).

Strategic flexibility

Party activists typically have some influence on
the course of their party, either via intra-party
democracy or via the law of anticipated reaction,
i.e. their capacity to withhold vital resources
such as their financial and labour contributions.
How much activists are likely to indeed exercise
their power, however, varies and partly depends
on the types of compensation they receive for
their work. Party activists who are mainly moti-
vated by their ideological commitments and
their policy expectations typically will insist on
the party taking these positions (Schlesinger,
1984). Party leadership initiatives that are not
in agreement with these views will meet with
their resistance and will often be watered down
or delayed. Party activists who are primarily
socially motivated, in turn, are likely to resist
organizational reforms that upset their ‘club
life’. In contrast, activists who are primarily
patronage-motivated will impose fewer con-
straints on the party’s flexibility in terms of
policy and organizational innovation as long as
their compensation is not in jeopardy. Yet, exclu-
sively patronage-motivated activists are likely to
be less reliable in hard times for the party, when
rewards are not around the next corner.

Policy-making capacity

As already indicated, political parties can
increase their policy-making capacity by

exercising patronage. Although money can buy
all kinds of know-how, real-world parties use
their funds mostly for the expertise required
for running their organization and electoral
campaigns. The bulk of expertise required for
policy-making, however, comes from people
on the public payroll. In spoils systems such as
the USA, political parties can temporarily fill a
thick layer of positions with policy-making
capacity with their adherents. In such cases
party patronage is overt and part of the
system’s normal working. Yet, administrative
systems built almost exclusively on a profes-
sional civil service with a merit system are not
necessarily free from patronage. In many
Western European systems (Austria, Belgium,
and Italy traditionally stand out) political par-
ties have used every opportunity to fill the
ranks of the civil service with their adherents.
By planting their trustees in the administration
and the public sector more generally, political
parties can make their policies better informed
and smooth their implementation, a strategy
labelled power patronage above.

Power patronage, of course, violates the idea
of bureaucratic neutrality, but it is in tune with
an extensive interpretation of the idea of party
government (Katz, 1986). However, these
appointments may turn out to be an obstacle to
party government if they are permanent and
government power passes from one party or
coalition to another. Partisan civil servants are
not only important as faithful implementers
when their party is in office. When it is out of
office they may act as party spies, keeping their
political masters informed about the inner life
of government. They may also try to use their
influence to block, delay, or water down what
are, from their party’s point of view, particu-
larly undesirable policies. Finally, in a system
that claims to be based on merit and recruits
top administrators out of the lower civil
servant ranks, it is important for political
parties that come to office to have some of their
adherents waiting in the wings so that they
have suitable candidates when top positions
become vacant.

In recent years the classic merit system has
been augmented by new public management
(NPM) methods. Under the NPM model,
administrators have fixed goals in terms of out-
puts or outcomes. As goal achievement is the
criterion for the evaluation of their perfor-
mance (Lane, 2000; Peters and Pierre, 2001),
there should be little room for patronage. Yet,
the goals cannot always be stated so clearly that
performance evaluation becomes mechanical.
If the performance of the administrators is
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subject to interpretation by the incumbent
politicians, patronage rather than efficiency
may be the result. Rather than making appoint-
ments more rational from a system perspec-
tive, NPM techniques may ease making them
according to party needs. NPM civil servants
with short-term contracts may generally be
more willing to help in raising patronage
resources than the members of an old-
fashioned merit bureaucracy with permanent
appointments.

While party patronage is openly recognized
under the US spoils system, appointments
under the other systems can be made in a parti-
san manner but disguised as merit or techno-
cratic. A qualitative assessment of Western
European parliamentary democracies suggests
that partisanship has no relevance for making
civil service appointments in only five countries
(Denmark, Finland, Ireland, the Netherlands,
and Norway) while in Sweden and the UK it
affects the appointment of top officials only
(Strøm et al., 2003). In the remaining countries
political parties have entrenched themselves in
the bureaucracy more broadly. In the most clien-
telist systems – Austria, Belgium, and Italy –
relevant civil service appointments are
routinely made with a strong partisan bias.

With regard to the judicial branch of govern-
ment, party patronage seems to be less wide-
spread and less consequential, if the silence of
the literature can be taken as a valid indicator.
There is, however, considerable party patron-
age in appointing judges who have to settle
political disputes in some systems. Thus, con-
stitutional judges in France, Austria, and
Germany, and Supreme Court judges in the
USA are typically selected on the basis of their
party adherence. Parties certainly hope that
their appointees will help their cause in the
case of conflicting interpretations of the consti-
tution. Yet, this is not always the case as the
design of the appointment procedure may
favour candidates who are acceptable to other
parties and the judges themselves tend to be
concerned about their professional reputation. 

Maintaining the patronage system

While public sector jobs are an important
patronage resource themselves, it is also
important to consider the indirect effects of
making patronage appointments to these jobs.
Bureaucrats and public sector managers con-
trol a wealth of other resources that can be
used in party patronage. Having party com-
rades appointed to relevant positions, parties

will often find it easy to get civil servants to do
them a ‘favour’ and to provide resources
required for patronage. Using public resources
for party or personal purposes should be easi-
est under the spoils model. After all, politicians
and officials share the bonds of co-partisanship,
and if patronage has the intended effects it will
help to keep both of them in office. The more
the merit system de facto has been turned into a
party patronage system, the more we can
expect civil servants to apply political criteria
in their decisions (Della Porta and Vannucci,
1996: 357–62).

SYSTEMIC CONSEQUENCES OF
PATRONAGE

Finally, what are the system effects of party
patronage? Without claiming completeness,
the following effects can be identified.

Political and social integration

Beginning with Merton (1968: 127–9), func-
tional perspectives have identified potentially
beneficial effects of party patronage. Accordingly,
parties that exercise patronage ‘fulfill existing
needs somewhat more effectively’ than the official
structure. ‘In our prevailing impersonal society’
a patronage party, the machine, ‘fulfills the
important social function of humanizing and per-
sonalizing all manner of assistance to those in
need’ and provides help for the ‘deprived
classes’. It also provides alternative channels of
social mobility. In that vein patronage has been
characterized as a way of integrating split soci-
eties (cf. Scott, 1972). In this sense, the propor-
tional patronage of the immediate post-war
period in Austria is a case in point. It undoubt-
edly contributed to the integration of the l934
civil war opponents and the reintegration of
the former Nazis in the political system.
Although party patronage violated the classi-
cal concept of a ‘neutral’ or ‘nonpartisan’
bureaucracy, it led to a civil service and an
army which for the first time in modern
Austrian history incorporated both major
political subcultures and were thus fully
acceptable to both major subcultures (Secher,
1958: 807). Yet, patronage systems have the
inherent tendency to develop towards less
desirable consequences (Piattoni, 2001). It is
often argued in the literature that patronage
undermines horizontal social relations. Instead
of class and status solidarity, the vertical
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patron–client relationship dominates and clients
see other people merely as rivals for patronage
benefits (see Banfield, 1958; Belloni et al., 1979:
272; Graziano, 1973: 5; Higgins, 1982: 133;
Mühlmann and Llayora, 1968: 33). This charac-
terization is most accurate for the classic patron–
client relationship (e.g. landlord–peasant). Yet,
it is also of relevance for ‘democratized’
patronage through political parties, as ‘democ-
ratization’ always needs to remain incomplete
in a patronage system. Maintaining the effec-
tiveness of the patronage system means that
the parties must refrain from levelling social
dependencies and inequalities (Belloni et al.,
l979: 268).

Economic inefficiency

Once parties subscribe to a patronage strategy,
it tends to develop a strong dynamic of its
own, constantly drawing in new areas until a
patronage system exists (cf. Eschenburg, 1961:
24). There is wide consensus in the literature
that party patronage is expensive and econom-
ically inefficient. Where state activity is deter-
mined by patronage this tends to result in a
bloated civil service. Patronage also inflates
demands and hence, in order to keep its effects
constant, its costs increase over time (Belloni
et al., 1979; Caciagli and Belloni, l981). Patronage
leads to overinvestment in those goods that are
required as a means in patronage exchanges
(Weingast et al., 1981; Brosio, 1988; Golden,
2002). Positions created or allocated on the
basis of patronage are often superfluous and
the relevant appointments suboptimal; public
funds distributed (primarily) on patronage
criteria are often of only very limited value in
achieving the nominal goal (cf. Scott, 1969).

Systemic corruption

Party patronage violates the ideal of bureau-
cratic rationality and undermines central con-
stitutional principles such as equality before
the law (cf. Eschenburg, 1961; Armin, 1980).1

Populist backlash

Unjustified preferential treatment of individuals
and firms, economic inefficiency, a bloated
public sector, and the resulting consequences
of high taxation and/or increasing public debt
are likely to outrage citizens. Of course, those
citizens who bear the costs of a patronage
system but have no advantage have every

reason to turn against it. Yet, even recipients of
party patronage are likely to join the protest,
provided that they have received their share,
and new patronage to other clients is likely to
diminish the relative value of the goods they
have received (e.g., additional licences make
new competitors, public housing given to
immigrants devalues their housing rights).
Hence, patronage systems include the germ of
populist protest. Indeed, the western European
countries with the highest levels of party
patronage have the strongest populist parties,
the rise of which owes much to their targeting
of party patronage and corruption (Kitschelt,
2000). What is less clear, however, is whether
these parties are more interested in abolishing
the system or getting their share.

THE FUTURE OF PARTY PATRONAGE

As time passes, party patronage changes both in
scope and form. The literature on mass patron-
age in Western democracies generally suggests
that it has been in decline in recent decades
(Theobald, 1983). For one thing, mass patronage
comes under pressure from the resource side.
Mass patronage is expensive and inflationary.
Yet, today’s decision-makers are increasingly
confronted with budget constraints and forced
to look for economically efficient solutions.
Likewise, privatization removes a great number
of jobs and other patronage resources from the
public sector. On the demand side we see that
the market increasingly offers substitutes to the
goods traded by political actors in mass patron-
age deals and that an increasing proportion of
the citizens are able to purchase these goods
there and hence no longer depend on patronage
exchange.

With the decline of party identification
(Dalton, 2004), it has become much more difficult
to construct patronage deals as social exchange.
Anecdotal evidence such as the apparently
increasing number of party finance scandals
(Ridley and Doig, 1995; Della Porta and Mény,
1997; Della Porta and Pizzorno, 1996; Rhodes,
1997; Ruggiero, 1996; de Sousa, 2001) suggests
that a shift from mass patronage to deals
with business entrepreneurs is occurring in
Western democracies (e.g. Moss, 1995). This
shift is causally related not only to the changes
affecting patronage deals but also to changes
in political organization and campaigning.
Money has turned out to be the most valuable
resource in (the permanent) campaign, given
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the large markets of voters without any party
attachment. As a consequence patronage may
place itself more clearly under the label of
political corruption than traditionally was
the case.

NOTE

1 Note that the countries placed in the same
patronage category in this chapter show consid-
erable variation in terms of perceived corruption
according to the Corruption Perception Index
(CPI) of Transparency International. Likewise,
countries with similar levels of perceived cor-
ruption are classified as displaying quite different
levels of corruption. Given the CPI’s heavy
reliance on the images of corruption in various
countries as held by international businessmen,
it is not a good proxy for mass patronage.
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In advanced democracies party government
is the norm. A party or a coalition of parties in
the legislature forms a cabinet responsible to
the lower house. Legislators from the govern-
ing party (or parties) in turn have incentives in
terms of reelection, career and policy goals to
sustain the government in office. At election
time the government is held accountable as
voters vote for or against the candidates of the
governing party (or parties). This in a nutshell
is the theory of ‘responsible party govern-
ment’ (Ranney, 1982). Organized and disci-
plined mass party organizations provide the
policies and the personnel for the executive,
sustain the government in the legislature, and
structure the vote at election time, thereby
allowing the public to hold the government to
account.

Party government has been elusive in the
United States, however. This is partly due to
the American ‘presidential’ system of separa-
tion of executive and legislative powers that
makes party government difficult or even
impossible. The organizational weakness of
American parties also impairs their role as
electoral vehicles for democratic accountabil-
ity. This weakness, moreover, is due to a deep-
rooted hostility to political parties in American
political culture. This attitude, combined with
the peculiar circumstances of America’s socio-
economic development in the 19th century,
explains the failure of European style ‘mass
parties’ (Duverger, 1964) to develop in the
United States.

Each of these factors will now be discussed
in order to account for the relative absence of
party as a governing institution in America.

A SEPARATED SYSTEM 
OF GOVERNMENT

Party government requires that governmental
power be concentrated so that it can be totally
controlled by a party or coalition and that party
or coalition be held accountable in its entirety
to the legislature and ultimately to the voters.
Thus in the parliamentary systems that pre-
dominate in most modern democracies, the
legislative and executive branches are joined by
the device of an executive cabinet of ministers
chosen from and accountable to the legislature.

Wary of the potential for the ‘tyranny of
the majority’ on the part of the democratically
elected House of Representatives or an author-
itarian president, the framers of the American
constitution took some pains to ensure that the
legislative and executive branches were elected
separately rather than the one being effectively
chosen by the other. These constitutionally sep-
arated institutions, moreover, shared most of
the significant governmental powers in an
elaborate system of checks and balances that
also provided for a second chamber or Senate
with special powers over foreign policy and
presidential appointments, and a Supreme
Court with the power of judicial review.

The framers of the US constitution did not
think highly of ‘parties’, which they equated
with ‘factions’ or interest groups rather than
governing institutions (Madison, Federalist 51:
see Hamilton et al., 1961), and the govern-
mental system they devised effectively pre-
cludes the kind of party government outlined
above. The president, Senate and House of
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Representatives are separately elected and at
different times. Federalism, with important
powers reserved to the state governments, sets
another barrier against concentrated party
government in the USA.

Although the American presidential system
thus makes party government difficult, the
political parties are the only American political
institutions that can bridge the separation of
powers, no matter how imperfectly. And despite
the framers’ disdain, political parties formed
as early as the 1790s: the Federalists led by
John Adams and Alexander Hamilton, and the
Jeffersonians led by Jefferson and Madison
(Goodman, 1975). This rudimentary party
system proved to be short-lived, but as the fran-
chise was extended to cover most adult white
males – the world’s first mass electorate – by
the mid-1820s, so more permanent political
parties arrived on the scene to structure mass
electoral choice.

The archetypal American parties formed
around presidential elections and the candi-
dacy of General Andrew Jackson, frontiers-
man, military hero, and spokesman for a mass
constituency of farmers, laborers, and artisans
that distrusted the commercially oriented
federal government. After being robbed of the
presidency in the electoral college in 1824,
Jackson and his supporters (principally cam-
paign manager Martin Van Buren, the father of
American political parties) decided to short-
circuit the electoral college (where it was
intended that citizens vote for electors from
their state worthy to choose a president) by
putting forward ‘slates’ of electors committed
to vote for Jackson, and creating a national polit-
ical organization to rally Jackson’s voters
behind those slates on election day (Ceaser,
1979). This national political organization
became the Democratic Party, and the forma-
tion of the American two-party system was
completed when Jackson’s opponents coa-
lesced to form the Whig party by 1840.

THE RISE OF THE AMERICAN
PARTY SYSTEM 

During the mid- to late 19th century it often
appeared that American political parties had
overcome the constitutional barriers and
achieved party government. On closer inspec-
tion the 19th-century American parties were
fundamentally less concerned with governing

than with using government at all levels to
reward their supporters and keep themselves
in being organizationally. Yet voters undoubt-
edly identified with these parties and came to
the polls to support them at levels astonishing
by today’s standards (Silbey, 1994).

The Jacksonian era party system established a
framework for American national parties that in
many aspects persists to this day. The Democrat
and Whig parties were alliances of pro- or anti-
Jackson state organizations and they remained
highly decentralized organizationally. This was
hardly surprising since the level of government
that was most significant to most 19th-century
Americans was state and local government.
This is also where most of the patronage that
kept the party machines in business was avail-
able. The sole manifestation of a national party
was the quadrennial national party convention
(pioneered by the obscure Anti-Masonic Party
in 1828) composed of state delegations selected
by state party leaders to nominate presidential
and vice-presidential candidates.

Although the Democrats and Whigs reflected
genuine regional, socioeconomic, ethnic, and
policy differences, they were hardly ideological
parties. When the Jacksonian Democrats took
power they thought it legitimate to divide the
‘spoils’ of victory among their followers who
had hitherto felt excluded from the American
political system. The Whigs adopted a similar
attitude. Both political parties constructed for-
midable local and state party machines on
the basis of jobs and political favors for the
machines’ supporters in exchange for votes
(Silbey, 1994). By necessity these organizations
were well organized and disciplined, even if the
national parties as a whole were highly decen-
tralized. With livelihoods at stake, the voters’
motivation to become involved with parties and
campaigns was greatly enhanced.

The political upheaval and national trauma
of the Civil War era did not disrupt the pattern,
except for the disintegration of the Whig Party
and its eventual replacement by the more
clearly anti-slavery Republican Party: the last
time a third party supplanted a major party in
the USA. Yet third parties, although invariably
quickly suppressed by the cruel electoral logic
of the plurality voting system, have played a
critical role in American political history by
channeling political protest into the electoral
arena and acting as harbingers of change in the
electoral/political order (Sundquist, 1983).

The American party system reached its zenith
in the post-civil war period (1865–96). The two
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national parties – Democrats and Republicans –
were remarkably evenly matched, with presi-
dential elections being decided by very narrow
margins in both the electoral and popular vote.
Election turnouts reached their highest levels in
American history, and the US federal govern-
ment came close to genuine party government.
Yet these ‘governments’ were not led from the
presidency (which remained in a generally
weakened position during the period) but from
the House of Representatives under the rigid
party discipline imposed by Speakers Thomas
B. Reed (1889–91 and 1895–99) and Joseph G.
Cannon (1903–11). Indeed Woodrow Wilson,
the most prominent congressional scholar of the
time, envisaged the strong speakership evolving
into a ‘Westminster-style’ parliamentary system
(Wilson, 1981).

State and local level party machines continued
to dominate as the spoils system reached new
heights in the era of laissez-faire, rapid industri-
alization and urbanization (Ostrogorski, 1982).
The onset of mass immigration also provided a
new source of electoral support for machine
politics. The continued weakness of the presi-
dency was more or less guaranteed by the
bosses’ control of the national party conven-
tions, where their criteria for the selection of a
nominee – offend no significant section of the
party, deliver federal patronage if elected, and
on no account challenge the basis of the
patronage system – guaranteed a succession of
mediocre and ineffectual occupants of the
White House.

As in the Jacksonian system, party differences
were grounded in regionalism, religion, and
ethnicity – North/South, immigrants/WASPs,
Protestant/Catholic – rather than doctrine. As
national entities the American parties still pos-
sessed only an ephemeral existence in presiden-
tial election years. Despite powerful machines
at the state and local levels and occasional strong
party leadership in Congress, these parties little
resembled the great mass ideological organiza-
tions budding contemporaneously in Europe.
And this failure of the mass organized political
party and its founding ideology – socialism –
to take root remains key to understanding
American exceptionalism in party development.

THE ANTI-PARTY CENTURY:
1900–2000

A backlash against strong political parties and
party machines arose in the first decade of the
20th century that effectively locked American

political parties into a totally divergent pattern
of political development from their European
counterparts.

Anti-partisan sentiments aroused by short-
term factors during the Progressive era (1900–20)
resonated with deeply-rooted themes in US
political culture. Suspicion of parties or any
large concentration of political power had
always been intrinsic to the American political
tradition. The Lockean liberalism that inspired
the American revolution focused on the rights
of individuals as opposed to collective organi-
zations. Classical Republican themes in the
framers’ writings, moreover, equated parties
with factions: selfish interests that would seek
to control government for their own ends
and thus were a threat to Republican virtue
(Madison, Federalist 10). The evolution of the
framers’ aristocratic republic into a mass
democracy (Wood, 1992) necessitated the devel-
opment of political parties to structure mass
electoral preferences, inform and organize the
mass electorate, and provide electoral account-
ability. The evolution of these parties into
alliances of blatantly corrupt and self-interested
state and local political machines, however,
made the framers’ warning relevant again – par-
ticularly to the educated, professional, middle-
class that constituted the core of the Progressive
movement (Hofstadter, 1955).

The social fallout from rapid industrial-
ization – overcrowded cities, disease, mono-
poly capitalism, exploitation of farmers and
laborers – engendered a multifaceted reform
movement that sought a greater role for gov-
ernment in regulation of the economy and
social reform. America’s emergence as a world
power also made reform of an inefficient and
outdated governmental system even more
imminent. Modern industrial society demanded
a more extensive and professional government
manned by educated bureaucrats with qualifi-
cations rather than the placemen of the party
machines (Hofstadter, 1955). Starting with the
1883 Pendleton Act, reforms of the civil service
at federal, state, and local levels gradually
removed from political appointments thou-
sands of patronage jobs that constituted the
lifeblood of the political machines. The ending
of mass immigration in 1924 also dried up the
constant supply of poor immigrants on whom
the machines had relied for electoral support.
The advent of government welfare benefits
superseded the minimal welfare functions that
the machines had performed for some of their
loyal supporters.

Aside from these long-term factors, the parties
also came under direct assault from progressive
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reformers who saw them, correctly, as the
principal vehicle by which corruption, voter
intimidation, and electoral fraud entered into
American politics. In their zeal to extirpate
these malign influences, reformers at the state
and local levels fought for the adoption of a
state-provided, secret electoral ballot, and offi-
cial voter registration to eliminate fraud. At
the state level they introduced the initiative,
referendum, and recall to circumvent machine-
dominated state government and even pro-
hibited party labels from appearing on local
government ballots altogether in many areas
(Hofstadter, 1955).

The most significant of the Progressive
reforms, however, was the introduction of the
direct primary election, a peculiarly American
political device that removes from the party
organization even the ability to select its own
candidates. Of course that was the whole point
of the reform: to take control over party nomi-
nations away from the corrupt state and local
party leaders and instead have the voters choose
party nominees for office in a formal election
either among all voters voting in the primary
of their choice or limited to those voters who
indicated a particular partisan preference on
registration. The primary had the additional
benefit of providing some electoral choice in
the many areas of the USA where one party
overwhelmingly predominated.

The primary soon became almost universal
at all electoral levels below the presidential.
Party bosses were still sufficiently powerful in
the major states to control national convention
delegations and they controlled presidential
selection for at least another half-century.
In most states the machines were also suffi-
ciently powerful to organize themselves for a
primary election, and the difference in party
control of American politics was not immedi-
ately apparent.

The long-term effect of the primary however
would be to undermine traditional party orga-
nizations, as the reformers intended. Walter
Dean Burnham (1982) has demonstrated that a
long-term decline in electoral turnout and par-
ticipation in the USA began during the pro-
gressive era and has continued to the present
interrupted only by a temporary revival fol-
lowing the New Deal. During the 20th century
the great state and local party machines grad-
ually eroded as their lifeblood, governmental
patronage, evaporated due to civil service
reform, and their underprivileged electoral con-
stituencies moved up the socioeconomic scale
or found other means of subsistence. The last of
the great party bosses, Mayor Richard J. Daley

of Chicago, died in 1976, and his formidable
Democratic political organization did not
survive him.

The University of Michigan surveys of the
American electorate in the 1950s (Campbell
et al., 1960) found that levels of voter identifi-
cation with the parties were still high and that
most Americans approached politics through
the prism of a partisan identity, and voted
straight party tickets. By the early 1970s, how-
ever, levels of party identification had dropped
precipitously, with an increasing number of
voters becoming independents, a drop in the
intensity of identification among identifiers,
and an increasing voter propensity to split
their party tickets (Nie et al., 1979).

The electoral consequence was divided parti-
san control of the national government. In the
half century between 1950 and 2000 Washington
experienced 32 years of divided partisan control
between Congress and the presidency and only
18 years of single-party control. In part this was
due to the breakdown in partisan affiliations
in the electorate mentioned above. The nature
of the presidency and the membership of
Congress, however, also evolved in a less parti-
san direction over the course of the 20th century.

The growth in the scope and extent of presi-
dential power paralleled the slow decline of
the major political parties. The decentralized
nature of the traditional American parties and
the key role played by state and local party
bosses militated against strong national leader-
ship in the presidency, as demonstrated by
the nondescript presidents the bosses nomi-
nated during the late 19th-century heyday of
American political parties. By the early 20th
century the expectations of the office had
changed as a result of America’s emergence as
a world power and the new demands for
strong national leadership for social and polit-
ical reform and to regulate business. The tumult
of the Progressive era produced two remark-
ably assertive presidents – Theodore Roosevelt
and Woodrow Wilson – whose political strength
came less from their partisan affiliation than
from a direct popular appeal made possible by
the new mass political media engendered by
the telegraph, and advances in literacy and
printing technology (Tulis, 1987).

While the bosses still controlled the presi-
dential nominating process, they could no
longer afford to select presidents who did not
appear to possess the basic competence to per-
form a much expanded governmental role at
home and abroad. The incompatibility of the
modern presidency and the traditional party
system was made glaringly apparent by the
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New Deal. Franklin Roosevelt originally hoped
that he could use the Democratic Party as his
vehicle to expand the role of the federal gov-
ernment in economic and social policy. As the
New Deal became more radical, however, FDR
encountered resistance from conservative south-
ern Democrats and some urban machine bosses.
The failure of FDR’s attempt to ‘purge’ dissident
Democrats in 1938 by campaigning openly to
defeat them in the 1938 primaries convinced
him that he would have to rely on the office of
the presidency alone as his governing instru-
ment. Thus Roosevelt and his successors
increasingly disregarded the apparently out-
moded parties and utilized the Executive Office
of the Presidency (established in 1940) to govern
directly from the White House, and relied on
the new mass media of radio and later televi-
sion to rally popular support (Milkis, 1993).

Presidential nominating politics was also
changing. Increasingly presidential candidates
were mounting pre-convention media cam-
paigns such as that behind the unknown Wendell
Willkie for the Republican nomination in 1940.
Presidential aspirants also competed increas-
ingly in primary elections to generate favor-
able press coverage and momentum for their
candidacy, and pre-convention opinion polls
became increasingly important. The Democratic
convention in 1952 was the last to require a
second ballot for the presidential nomination,
as the nominating process began to move out-
side the convention hall.

FDR accomplished an electoral realignment
during the 1930s but the top-heavy Democratic
coalition was now too broad to be useful to him,
encompassing groups as diverse as northern
blacks, Jews, union members, and southern seg-
regationist conservatives. In Congress the latter
increasingly sided with the Republicans and in
the period from 1938 to 1975 both houses, while
under nominal Democratic control most of the
time, were effectively controlled by a conserva-
tive coalition of Republicans and southern
Democrats. In 1910 an alliance of progressive
Republicans and Democrats had stripped
Speaker Joseph Cannon of most of his powers
and replaced strong party leadership with a con-
gressional power structure based on specialized
committees in both chambers, with the commit-
tee leadership determined by seniority (Schickler,
2001). The impact of the primary and the slow
decline of traditional state and local party orga-
nizations also led to the emergence of a new
type of member of Congress, largely self-selected
and financed and less beholden to the party in
getting to Washington and less likely to adhere to
a party line once elected. At mid-century party

government seemed increasingly remote on
Capitol Hill as well as the White House, and
committee chairs and cross-party coalitions were
the norm in passing major legislation.

The death-knell for the traditional parties
finally arrived during the 1960s and 1970s.
In 1964 – with most of its traditional party
machines having disappeared – the Republican
Party nominated Barry Goldwater, a conserva-
tive ideologue, for president. The Goldwater
nomination campaign was based on the candi-
date’s personality and conservative issue posi-
tions rather than the traditional party criterion
of general election strength and/or ability
to unite the party. Conservative and other
single-issue groups supplied the activists and
hundreds of thousands of small conservative
donors financed the campaign. Although
Goldwater was overwhelmingly defeated in
the general election, the style of the Goldwater
campaign was the wave of the future in presi-
dential politics (Brennan, 1995).

The Democratic Party’s machines lasted longer
due to the party’s grip on power since the New
Deal, but in 1968 they suffered a serious assault
from the anti-Vietnam War forces of Senator
Eugene McCarthy. With a political style and
organizational make-up very similar to the 1964
Goldwater Republicans, the McCarthy campaign
drove incumbent President Lyndon Johnson
from office, and undermined the legitimacy of
the eventual nominee, old New Dealer and Cold
Warrior, Vice President Hubert Humphrey and
the Chicago convention (dominated by Mayor
Daley) that nominated him. With violence out-
side and mayhem inside the convention hall,
Humphrey was forced to concede a commis-
sion to study possible reforms in the nominat-
ing process. When Humphrey lost in the fall,
control of the reform commission – chaired ini-
tially by the party’s eventual 1972 presidential
nominee, Senator George McGovern – fell into
the hands of the reformers who adopted a
series of reforms to ensure that convention del-
egates were selected by open participatory
processes involving rank-and-file Democrats
rather than by state and local party leaders
(Shafer, 1983). These rules were enforced by
the national committee on the state parties
and most conformed over the next eight years
by moving towards primary elections for
choosing national convention delegates. Despite
McGovern’s landslide 1972 general election
defeat, by 1976 over three-quarters of the dele-
gates in each party (the Republicans followed
suit because of state electoral laws and because
they had no reason not to) would be chosen in
primaries.
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Thus control over presidential nominations
moved away from the national convention and
into a series of state primary elections with
self-selected candidates building their own cam-
paign organizations and financing. This com-
pleted the elimination of the traditional political
party as a significant institution in American
politics. As a governing institution, at least at
the federal level, it had only been intermittently
useful due to the formidable barriers of the sep-
aration of powers and federalism. Its peculiar
20th-century evolution towards greater organi-
zational weakness (by contrast with the rise of
mass parties and party government in most
other advanced democracies) made the govern-
ing functions of American parties appear even
less relevant. By the last quarter of the 20th-
century the American parties seemed to have
become little more than the instruments of can-
didates or interest groups that captured the
party label, reduced to little more than their
basic ‘vote-structuring’ function in US elections
(Ranney, 1978).

THE ABSENCE OF MASS 
PARTIES IN THE USA

The fundamental reason why America does
not have party government is the absence of
mass parties. Maurice Duverger (1964), build-
ing on the earlier work of Robert Michels (1962),
devised the concept of the mass party: the
dues-paying, organized, disciplined, hierarchi-
cal, and ideological political organizations that
had arisen following industrialization in Europe
to represent the claims of the emergent indus-
trial working class, hitherto excluded from
political participation. Duverger saw the mass
party as the archetypal modern political form
since it provided the only effective means for
the newly enfranchised masses to participate
in politics. Mass parties started on the political
left since working-class power depended
on tight organization (financed by mass mem-
bership dues) to capitalize on the sole political
advantage of the disadvantaged – their
numbers.

Once the mass party had proved its electoral
success through the dramatic growth in elec-
toral support for socialism in most European
nations by the time of the First World War, those
opposed to socialism on the center and right of
the political spectrum were compelled to imi-
tate the mass party’s organizational form and
political style in a process that Duverger (1964)
termed ‘contagion from the left’.

The absence of the mass party in America is
thus linked to the absence of socialism as a major
political force. Since Werner Sombart (1976) first
raised the issue in 1906, America’s individualistic
political culture, mass immigration, a divided
American working class and labor movement,
and political repression have all been offered as
sole or partial explanations (Lipset and Marks,
2000). Perhaps the most plausible explanation is
that offered by Leon Epstein (1980). He argues
that America had a mass electorate by 1830, prior
to the social ravages of industrialization. Thus
when the American ‘proletariat’ finally emerged
after the Civil War it did not have to fight for
voting and other basic political rights to the same
extent as its European counterparts. In Europe
industrialization occurred prior to or contempo-
raneously with political enfranchisement and
the potential for radical ideologies to mobilize
the working class was therefore much greater.
In short, because America never experienced
feudalism or absolutism, it also lacks the mass
socialism that almost inevitably occurs when a
feudal or absolutist regime has to deal with the
social consequences of industrialization.

Epstein also argued against Duverger’s ten-
dency to regard American parties as retarded
forms of political development. In fact, argues
Epstein, these parties make excellent sense in the
American political context, which is much
more culturally resistant to large concentrations
of political power. This, combined with the asso-
ciation of America’s traditional major political
parties with corruption, has led to what Epstein
(1980) describes as the American tendency to
treat parties as ‘public utilities’, subjecting them
to a great deal of governmental regulation to the
point of severely debilitating them organization-
ally. In a sense Americans have recognized that
the vote-structuring function of the parties is
so intrinsic to democracy that they have to be
severely regulated against the danger of corrupt-
ing or misrepresenting the popular will or threat-
ening individual rights. However, one price of
such regulation is the virtual impossibility of a
third party being able to organize nationally and
meet the ballot requirements and various regula-
tions on parties in all 50 states, and thus the
Democrat–Republican duopoly is preserved at
the possible expense of more radical alternatives.

SIGNS OF REVIVAL

Since the nadir of the mid-1970s there have
been signs of revival of the American parties in
almost all aspects.
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The political upheaval of the civil rights
revolution finally ended the conservative coali-
tion and allowed more ideologically coherent
national parties to develop. In Congress this
led to a rise in the power of the party leader-
ship and party voting in both chambers. The
seniority rule has also been superseded by par-
tisan considerations and the committees are no
longer fiefdoms independent of the party lead-
ership (Sinclair, 1995).

The national party committees have also
become more important, and play a greater
role than ever these days in promoting party
positions and messages, recruiting candidates
at all levels of the party, and raising funds and
participating directly and indirectly in cam-
paigns on behalf of party candidates. State
parties have also revived as fundraising and
campaigning organizations (Reichley, 1992).

At the mass level there are indications that
the decline in party identities bottomed out in
the 1970s and that these have stabilized and
even revived somewhat. Levels of split-ticket
voting have also declined from their 1970s
peaks (Jacobson, 2000; Green et al., 2002). There
has been no great revival in electoral participa-
tion, but ironically this has probably enhanced
the role of parties and encouraged political
polarization by making mobilization of each
party’s voter base more important in election
campaigns (Schier, 2000).

In presidential politics, at least since the elec-
tion of Ronald Reagan in 1980, American pres-
idents have relied more on their parties as a
base of support in Congress, and a source of
direction and ideas for their administrations.
Both conservative and liberal think-tanks have
sprouted in close association with the parties
since each has become more coherently liberal
or conservative in ideology, and these have
supplied much of the policy and personnel for
Democratic and Republican administrations.

Yet mass party development or party gov-
ernment in the USA remains highly unlikely to
occur. Much of the apparent revival of parties
and partisanship in the USA is a consequence
of the ‘capture’ of both parties by coalitions of
single-issue and ideological interests who use
the party labels as instruments to achieve their
ends. Low-turnout primary and general elec-
tions enhance the control of these groups over
party nominations, and campaign finance legis-
lation has made candidates of both parties
more heavily dependent on these groups than
they are on the party (Schier, 2000). The separa-
tion of powers still militates against party
government, since even if one party controls all
three branches of the federal government the

shortness of the election cycle – 2 years – entails
that the long-term control necessary for party
government is hard to achieve. Moreover, given
the nature of the separated system, prolonged
single-party control of the three branches of
the federal government would likely lead to a
weakening of party control on Capitol Hill (as
occurred in 1910 and after the New Deal
realignment) to preserve the constitutional pre-
rogatives and institutional power of the House
and Senate against the encroachments of the
executive.

Parties fulfill essential functions in American
democracy in terms of structuring electoral
choices for which no effective substitute has
been devised, and they also play a crucial role
in organizing the legislature. Party govern-
ment in the USA, however, is likely to remain
an elusive and ephemeral phenomenon due to
the constitutional system, American political
culture, and the extreme unlikelihood of any-
thing resembling European-style mass parties
emerging in the United States.
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The main argument of this chapter is that the
level of institutionalization is a critical dimen-
sion for understanding party systems. Until the
mid-1990s, the literature on parties and party
systems neglected this fact, as most work on
these subjects implicitly assumed a high level of
institutionalization of the party system. Yet
without focusing on institutionalization, it is
impossible to account for important characteris-
tics of party systems in most post-1978 democ-
racies and semi-democracies. Voters, parties,
and party systems in most post-1978 competi-
tive regimes are qualitatively different from
those of the advanced industrial democracies. 

We focus on the first two dimensions of party
system institutionalization that Mainwaring
and Scully (1995) and Mainwaring (1999: 22–39)
developed: the stability of interparty competi-
tion and the depth of party roots (or anchoring)
in society. In these two dimensions, there are
persistent and large differences in institutional-
ization between most post-1978 democracies
and semi-democracies and the advanced indus-
trial democracies. Most of the advanced indus-
trial democracies exhibit far greater stability in
interparty competition than most post-1978
democracies. 

In addition, party roots in society are far
stronger in most of the advanced industrial
democracies than in most post-1978 democra-
cies and semi-democracies. Much of the litera-
ture assumes strong party roots in society. In
fact, party roots in society range from strong
in most of the advanced industrial to weak
in most post-1978 competitive regimes. We

analyze two empirical manifestations of the
variable strength of party roots in society. First,
considerable theoretical and comparative liter-
ature presupposes that programmatic or
ideological linkages are at the root of stable
linkages between voters and parties. In these
theories, voters choose a party or candidate on
the basis of their ideological or programmatic
preferences. In most post-1978 democracies
and semi-democracies, however, program-
matic or ideological linkages between voters
and parties are weak. Weak programmatic and
ideological linkages between voters and par-
ties are a key part of weaker party roots in
society. 

The other empirical manifestation of weak
party roots in society that we address is that
linkages between voters and candidates are
more personalistic in most post-1978 competi-
tive regimes than in the advanced industrial
democracies. Outside the advanced democra-
cies, more voters choose candidates on the
basis of their personal characteristics without
regard to party, ideology, or programmatic
issues. The high degree of personalism reflects
weak party roots in society and runs counter to
what one would expect on the basis of most of
the theoretical literature on voters and party
systems. Personalism taps an important crite-
rion for assessing the institutionalization of
political parties: the depersonalization of par-
ties and party competition (Mény, 1990: 67). 

In the conclusion, we argue that weak institu-
tionalization has negative consequences for elec-
toral accountability. Weakly institutionalized
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party systems are more vulnerable to allowing
anti-party politicians to come to power. Many
such anti-party politicians (e.g., President
Alberto Fujimori in Peru, 1990–2000; President
Hugo Chávez in Venezuela, 1998–present)
have had adverse effects on democracy. We
also argue that weak institutionalization ham-
pers electoral accountability, which is a key
underpinning of democracy.

Until the 1980s, the theoretical literature on
parties and party systems focused on or
implicitly assumed well-institutionalized sys-
tems. There were few democracies and semi-
democracies with weakly institutionalized
party systems. Since the beginning of the third
wave of democratization (Huntington, 1991),
however, weakly institutionalized party sys-
tems have become commonplace in competi-
tive political regimes. These systems have
different characteristics and dynamics than
well-institutionalized systems. Social scientists
need to modify the dominant theoretical litera-
ture to understand these less institutionalized
party systems. 

This chapter builds on Mainwaring and
Scully (1995) and Mainwaring (1999: 22–39),
which spawned most of the contemporary
work on party system institutionalization.
We add to these earlier works in four ways.
First, we provide more systematic empirical
evidence by using cross-national surveys to
demonstrate some of the earlier propositions
about party system institutionalization. Based
on survey data, we also develop new indica-
tors to assess the strength of parties’ program-
matic roots in society. Second, we analyze a
broader range of countries than these earlier
works and other previous work on this subject.
Third, we analyze some new aspects of party
system theory that these previous works did
not address in detail; in particular, we question
the assumption of programmatic/ideological
linkages that permeates some of the literature.
Finally, we present more rigorous tests of some
empirical propositions while dropping some
earlier and harder-to-test claims about conse-
quences of low institutionalization. The second
half of the chapter, while building conceptually
and theoretically on Mainwaring and Scully
(1995) and Mainwaring (1999), presents new
arguments and evidence.

Unlike Mainwaring and Scully, we do not
compare party systems on all four dimensions
of party system institutionalization. Given
spatial constraints and because of the difficul-
ties of obtaining comparable valid empirical
information for all four dimensions for a wide
range of countries, we preferred to develop

some points in greater depth and for a wider
range of countries rather than provide a super-
ficial discussion of all four dimensions. Our
analysis is limited exclusively to democracies
and semi-democracies;1 parties that function in
authoritarian regimes fall outside our purview. 

COMPARING PARTY SYSTEMS: THE
LEVEL OF INSTITUTIONALIZATION 

A party system is the set of parties that interact
in patterned ways. This definition implies
three boundaries between systems and non-
systems. First, as Sartori (1976) pointed out, a
system must have at least two constituent ele-
ments; therefore a party system must have at
least two parties. Second, the notion of pat-
terned interactions suggests that there are
some regularities in the distribution of elec-
toral support by parties over time even if some
parties rise and others decline. Third, the idea
of a system implies some continuity in the
components that form the system. Therefore,
‘party system’ implies some continuity in the
parties that form the system – that is, the insti-
tutionalization of political parties.

Party systems vary on many dimensions,
but social scientists strive to identify the most
important among them to facilitate categoriza-
tion and comparison. How, then, should social
scientists compare and classify party systems?
Sartori’s (1976) seminal book identified two
dimensions of party systems as particularly
important: the number of relevant parties and
the degree of ideological polarization. However,
he inadequately conceptualized an equally
important property of party systems: their level
of institutionalization. 

In his discussion of the difference between
consolidated party systems and non-systems,
Sartori (1976: 244–8) was prescient in recogniz-
ing the importance of party system institutional-
ization (which he called ‘consolidation’).
However, we disagree with three aspects of his
conceptualization of institutionalization. First,
he posited a dichotomy between consolidated
systems and non-systems, whereas we find it
much more useful to conceive of institutional-
ization as a continuum. Nothing in the definition
of ‘system’ justifies a rigid dichotomous demar-
cation between a system and a non-system pro-
vided that there is some pattern in interparty
competition and some continuity in the main
parties of the system. These two criteria are easy
to meet in a minimal way. Sartori’s dichotomous
categories ignore important variance within
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each of those categories. Moreover, a dichotomy
requires a precise and inevitably arbitrary cut
point: a case must be categorized as consoli-
dated or as a non-system.

Second, Sartori set an excessively high
threshold for what constitutes a party system.
For example, he claimed that Colombia did not
have a party system in the 1970s when in fact it
had one of the oldest party systems in the
world. The Liberals and Conservatives had
been the main electoral contenders for decades
whenever elections were relatively free and fair,
and both parties had strong roots in society. 

Third, because he treated non-systems as
falling outside the framework of his main the-
orizing and did not examine variance in insti-
tutionalization among party systems or among
what he regarded as non-systems, Sartori
relegated institutionalization to a secondary
position. For example, considerations of insti-
tutionalization are entirely absent from his
classification of party systems. We believe that
the institutionalization of party systems
requires center stage. Some of the most impor-
tant differences among party systems revolve
around differences in institutionalization. 

A classification of party systems based on the
number of parties and the level of polarization
overlooks substantial differences in the level of
institutionalization, and hence in how party
competition functions in less institutionalized
contexts. In comparing and classifying party sys-
tems beyond the advanced industrial democra-
cies, political scientists who work on Latin
America (Bendel, 1993; Coppedge, 1998: 559–61;
Kitschelt, 2003; Mainwaring, 1999; Mainwaring
and Scully, 1995; Molina and Pérez, 2004; Payne
et al., 2002: 127–54; Schedler, 1995; Van Cott,
2000), Africa (Kuenzi and Lambright, 2001), Asia
(Johnson, 2002; Stockton, 2001), and the post-
communist regions (Bielasiak, 2002; Grzymala-
Busse, 2002; Mair, 1997: 175–98; Markowski,
2000; Moser, 1999, 2001; Rose and Munro, 2003;
Stoner Weiss, 2001; Tavits, 2005; Tóka, 1997)
have increasingly recognized the need to pay
attention to the level of institutionalization
in addition to Sartori’s two dimensions.2

Institutionalized party systems structure the
political process to a high degree. In fluid sys-
tems, parties are important actors in some ways,
but they do not have the same structuring effect.

Institutionalization refers to a process by
which a practice or organization becomes well
established and widely known, if not univer-
sally accepted. Actors develop expectations,
orientations, and behavior based on the
premise that this practice or organization will
prevail into the foreseeable future. In politics,

institutionalization means that political actors
have clear and stable expectations about the
behavior of other actors. In Huntington’s (1968:
12) words, ‘Institutionalization is the process by
which organizations and procedures acquire
value and stability’. An institutionalized party
system, then, is one in which actors develop
expectations and behavior based on the
premise that the fundamental contours and
rules of party competition and behavior will
prevail into the foreseeable future. In an institu-
tionalized party system, there is stability in
who the main parties are and how they behave.
The notion of institutionalization should not be
teleological, nor is the process linear; there is
no necessary progression from weak to greater
institutionalization. Party systems can dein-
stitutionalize, as the Italian, Peruvian, and
Venezuelan cases in the 1990s show.

Following Mainwaring (1999: 22–39) and
Mainwaring and Scully (1995), we conceptual-
ize four dimensions of party system institu-
tionalization. First, more institutionalized
systems manifest considerable stability in pat-
terns of party competition (Przeworski, 1975).
This is the easiest dimension of institutional-
ization to measure, and perhaps the most
important because institutionalization is con-
ceptually very closely linked to stability. 

Second, in more institutionalized systems,
parties have strong roots in society and most
voters, conversely, have strong attachments to
parties. Most voters identify with a party and
vote for it most of the time, and some interest
associations are closely linked to parties.
Strong party roots in society help provide the
regularity in electoral competition that institu-
tionalization entails. Party roots in society and
the stability of interparty competition, while
analytically separable, are intertwined because
strong party roots in society stabilize electoral
competition. If most citizens support the same
party from one election to the next, there are
fewer floating voters, hence less likelihood of
massive electoral shifts that are reflected in
high volatility. Conversely, where parties have
weak roots in society, more voters are likely to
shift electoral allegiances from one election to
the next, thus bringing about greater potential
for high electoral volatility.

Third, in more institutionalized systems,
political actors accord legitimacy to parties.
They see parties as a necessary part of democra-
tic politics even if they are critical of specific par-
ties and express skepticism about parties in
general (Torcal et al., 2002). Legitimacy helps
stabilize party systems and hence is a meaning-
ful attitudinal dimension of institutionalization.
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Finally, in more institutionalized systems,
party organizations are not subordinated to the
interests of a few ambitious leaders; they acquire
an independent status and value of their own
(Huntington, 1968: 12–24).3 The institutionaliza-
tion of political parties is limited as long as a
party is the personal instrument of a leader or a
small coterie (Janda, 1980). When the electorally
successful parties are personalistic vehicles,
system-level institutionalization is low on this
fourth dimension. Solid organizations reflect
and reinforce parties’ penetration in society.

Although we diverge from Sartori in thinking
of institutionalization as a continuum rather
than a dichotomy, he deserves great credit for
recognizing that there are profound differences
in party systems according to the level of insti-
tutionalization. After Sartori’s classic work, this
issue was completely neglected until Bendel
(1993) and Mainwaring and Scully (1995).

Party systems characterized by a low degree
of institutionalization can be called fluid or
weakly institutionalized. Institutionalization is
a continuous variable that goes from institu-
tionalized to fluid party systems. Compared to
more institutionalized party systems, fluid
systems are characterized by less regularity in
patterns of party competition; weaker party
roots in society; less legitimacy accorded to
parties; and weaker party organizations, often
dominated by personalistic leaders. 

THE STABILITY OF
INTERPARTY COMPETITION:

ELECTORAL VOLATILITY

To develop the argument that contemporary
competitive party systems differ in important
ways that cannot be captured by Sartori’s typol-
ogy, we compare 39 countries according to the
first dimension of institutionalization: that pat-
terns of party competition manifest regularity. It
is the easiest of the four dimensions of institu-
tionalization to measure systematically, specifi-
cally by comparing electoral volatility. Electoral
volatility refers to the aggregate turnover from
one party to others, from one election to the next
(Pedersen, 1983; Przeworski, 1975; Roberts and
Wibbels, 1999). It is computed by adding the net
change in percentage of votes gained or lost by
each party from one election to the next, then
dividing by 2.4

Table 18.1 shows electoral volatility for lower
chamber elections of the post-1978 period for 39
democracies and semi-democracies. We limited
the case selection to countries that as of 2003

had experienced at least three consecutive
lower chamber elections when the country’s
Freedom House combined score was 10 or
less.5 Countries with a mean combined score of
11 or more had authoritarian regimes and are
classified by Freedom House as ‘not free’.
Parties have different functions in authoritar-
ian regimes compared to democracies and
semi-democracies. Authoritarian regimes do
not allow free and fair elections. Their control
of elections favors the governing party and
tends to limit electoral volatility, so it is usually
misleading to compare electoral volatility
between the two kinds of regimes. Only the
most recent democratic period is counted in
countries where there was a democratic break-
down. We use only post-1978 elections.6

Table 18.1 includes countries from the
1995–97 wave of World Values Survey (WVS)
and the Comparative Study of Electoral
Systems.7 Among the WVS countries that met
the Freedom House criterion for at least three
consecutive elections, we included all those
with a population of at least 10 million. Table
18.1 also includes seven countries (Denmark,
Norway, Portugal, Sweden, Switzerland,
Latvia, and Lithuania) that had under 10
million inhabitants so as to analyze some
smaller countries, and Bolivia and Ecuador so
as to reduce the underrepresentation of poor
countries. 

Party systems range from very stable (the
USA, Australia, etc.) to extremely volatile
(Ukraine, Latvia, Romania, Peru, Russia,
Poland, and Estonia). Electoral change is on
average far greater in the developing democra-
cies and semi-democracies than in the
advanced industrial democracies, even if, as
Dalton et al. (2000) argue, volatility has
increased in recent decades in the advanced
industrial democracies. In the USA the results
of the previous lower chamber election serve
as an excellent predictor of subsequent election
results by party, erring on average by only
3.2%. In contrast, in Ukraine the identical pro-
cedure offers little predictive capacity with an
average error of 59.2% (18 times greater than in
the USA). Lipset and Rokkan (1967) character-
ized the Western European party systems as
‘frozen’. In contrast, many contemporary party
systems in competitive political regimes are
highly fluid.

The volatility scores underline the advan-
tage of conceptualizing institutionalization as
a continuous variable. Any attempt to establish
a dichotomous cut point would be arbitrary.
The same observation also applies to the other
indicators developed later in this chapter.
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Table 18.1 also presents the 2001 Human
Development Index (HDI) for these 39 coun-
tries – as reported in the Human Development
Report (United Nations Development Pro-
gramme, 2003) – and their 2003 Freedom
House scores. In general, wealthier countries
have lower electoral volatility. In an ordinary
least squares (OLS) regression with countries’

mean volatility as the dependent variable and
their HDI in 2001 as the only independent vari-
able, the HDI variable was highly significant
(p < 0.0005) and had a strong substantive
impact; every increase of 0.100 in the HDI led
to an expected decrease of 12.5% in electoral
volatility. The HDI accounted for 46.3% of the
variance in volatility scores. In a second OLS
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Table 18.1 Electoral volatility, Human Development Index, per capita GDP, and Freedom House
scores, 39 countries

Human Per Capita Combined
Mean electoral Elections Development GDP Freedom
volatility, lower included for Index (HDI) (PPP US$) House scores,

chamber volatility 2001 2001 2001–2
United States 3.2 1978–2002 0.937 34,320 2,F
Australia 6.4 1980–2001 0.939 25,370 2,F
Greece 6.9 1981–2000 0.892 17,440 4,F
United Kingdom 8.2 1979–2001 0.930 24,160 3,F
Germany 8.7 1980–2002 0.921 25,350 –
Switzerland 9.4 1979–2003 0.932 28,100 2,F
Belgium 11.5 1978–2003 0.937 25,520 3,F
Denmark 12.2 1979–2001 0.930 29,000 2,F
Sweden 13.5 1979–2002 0.941 24,180 2,F
Norway 14.1 1981–2001 0.944 29,620 2,F
Portugal 14.1 1979–2002 0.896 18,150 2,F
Spain 16.5 1979–2000 0.918 20,150 3,F
Netherlands 16.6 1981–2003 0.938 27,190 2,F
Chile 16.7 1989–2001 0.831 9,190 4,F
France 17.5 1978–2002 0.925 23,990 3,F
Japan 18.6 1979–2000 0.932 25,130 3,F
Taiwan 18.7 1996–2001 – – 3,F
Italy 22.1 1979–2001 0.916 24,670 3,F
Colombia 22.1 1978–2002 0.779 7,040 8,PF
Mexico 22.7 1988–2000 0.800 8,430 5,F
Brazil 24.1 1986–2002 0.777 7,360 6,PF
South Korea 24.6 1988–2000 0.879 15,090 4,F
Argentina 24.9 1983–2001 0.849 11,320 6,PF
India 25.0 1980–1999 0.590 2,840 5,F
Hungary 25.1 1990–2002 0.837 12,340 3,F
Czech Republic 25.7 1990–2002 0.861 14,720 3,F
Venezuela 31.3 1978–2001 0.775 5,670 8,PF
Ecuador 36.4 1979–1998 0.731 3,280 6,PF
Bulgaria 36.8 1990–2001 0.795 6,890 4,F
Slovenia 38.2 1992–2000 0.881 17,130 3,F
Bolivia 39.8 1980–2002 0.672 2,300 4,F
Estonia 42.4 1992–2003 0.833 10,170 3,F
Poland 46.6 1991–2001 0.841 9,450 3,F
Lithuania 49.2 1992–2000 0.824 8,470 3,F
Russia 50.0 1993–1999 0.779 7,100 10,PF
Peru 51.9 1980–2001 0.752 4,570 4,F
Romania 53.0 1990–2000 0.773 5,830 4,F
Latvia 58.2 1993–2002 0.811 7,730 3,F
Ukraine 59.2 1994–2002 0.766 4,350 8,PF

Sources: HDI and GDP values in 2001 are from United Nations Development Programme, 2003. Freedom
House scores found at http://polisci.la.psu.edu/faculty/Casper/FHratings.pdf; F=Free; PF=Partly Free

19-Katz-3336-Ch-18.qxd  11/22/2005  8:19 PM  Page 208



regression with only one independent variable,
gross domestic product (GDP) per capita was
an even more powerful predictor of volatility,
accounting for 60.6% of variance in volatility
scores. The per capita GDP variable was highly
significant (p < 0.0005), and it had a strong
substantive impact; a $1000 increase in per
capita GDP produces an expected decrease of
1.29% in electoral volatility. These results show
that the advanced industrial democracies have
much more stable party systems than the less
developed democracies and semi-democracies.
The correlation between countries’ per capita
income and their mean electoral volatility was
an impressive −0.78, significant at p < 0.0005,
two-tailed. The 16 countries with the highest
HDIs (HDI ≥ 0.892) are among the 18 countries
with the lowest electoral volatility.

The causes of the powerful correlation
between a higher level of development and
lower electoral volatility require further
research beyond what is possible here; we offer
only some brief reflections. The fact that most
western European party systems stabilized
before World War II (Bartolini and Mair, 1990;
Lipset and Rokkan, 1967), when those coun-
tries had much lower standards of living than
they currently enjoy, indicates that the main
explanation is not a modernization argument
by which a higher level of development causes
lower electoral volatility. In most of what are
now the advanced industrial democracies,
parties were vehicles of social and political inte-
gration of masses of new citizens (Chalmers,
1964; Pizzorno, 1981). They pushed for the
extension of the franchise and thereby created
new citizens. They built encompassing organi-
zations and solidified strong loyalties. In most
late democratizing countries, parties were less
central in the struggle to expand citizenship,
and they never had the far-reaching social
functions or fostered the strong identities that
they did in the early democratizers (Gunther
and Diamond, 2003). These differences in his-
torical patterns (i.e., path dependence) help
account for the high correlations between a
higher level of development and a more stable
party system. Poor economic performance in
many less developed countries has also con-
tributed to high electoral volatility (Remmer,
1991; Roberts and Wibbels, 1999). A final con-
tributing factor to high electoral volatility in
many less developed countries has been fre-
quent supply-side changes, as political elites
shift from one party to another (Rose and
Munro, 2003). 

Converse (1969) argued that party systems
would become more stable over time as voters

came to identify with certain parties.8 Some
recent research, however, has indicated that
most voters learn fairly quickly to locate parties’
positions (Kitschelt et al., 1999), and that party
systems in less developed countries do not on
average tend to become more stable over time
(Bielasiak, 2002). Our data on electoral volatility
seem to support this argument. For the 19 coun-
tries in Table 18.1 with HDI less than 0.850, for
the first electoral period included, electoral
volatility averaged 38.2%. In subsequent elec-
toral periods, volatility for these countries aver-
aged 33.1% (n = 19), 34.8% (n = 16), 35.0%
(n = 10), and 27.9% (n = 7). None of the volatility
averages after the first electoral period differs
statistically (p < 0.10, two–tailed) from the
39.6% average for the first period, so there is no
statistically significant tendency toward dimin-
ishing volatility over time. The data on volatility
thus indicate that institutionalization is not lin-
ear or teleological. Rose and Munro (2003) refer
to this phenomenon of extended time without
institutionalization as ‘competition without
institutionalization’. Weak institutionalization
(and high volatility) could go on for an extended
period.

During the post-1980 period, most countries
have not experienced huge shifts in electoral
volatility from one election to the next. The cor-
relation between countries’ scores in the first
electoral period used in Table 18.1 and the
second is 0.68 (n = 39; p < 0.0005); between the
second and third periods it is 0.83 (n = 34;
p < 0.0005), between the third and fourth peri-
ods it is 0.73 (n = 27; p < 0.0005), and between
the fourth and fifth periods it is 0.69 (n = 23;
p < 0.0005). Even over an extended period, the
correlations hold up at moderately strong
levels. For example, the correlation between
volatility in the first and the fifth periods is 0.54
(p = 0.008) and between the second and fifth it
is 0.69 (p < 0.0005). A few countries exhibit
marked declines in volatility over time (e.g.,
Brazil after 1994), while a few manifest notable
increases over time (e.g., Italy after 1993,
Venezuela after 1988), but volatility is fairly
stable in most countries. 

PARTY ROOTS IN SOCIETY:
IDEOLOGICAL VOTING

The second dimension of party system institu-
tionalization is party anchoring in society. In
more institutionalized party systems, parties
develop strong and stable roots in society.
Where parties have strong roots in society,
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most voters feel connected to a party and
regularly vote for its candidates. 

Most theories about why individuals
develop strong allegiances to parties – or, stated
conversely, why parties develop strong roots in
society – focus on ideological or programmatic
linkages between voters and parties. According
to such theories, voters choose a party because
it represents their ideological or programmatic
preferences. The assumption of strong pro-
grammatic or ideological linkages characterizes
proximity and directional spatial models of
voting, the literature on the left–right schema
(Fuchs and Klingemann, 1990), social cleavage
approaches to party systems (Lipset and
Rokkan, 1967), and some prominent theories on
party realignments in the advanced industrial
democracies (Inglehart, 1984, 1990; Kitschelt,
1994). We agree that programmatic or ideologi-
cal linkages are an important means of stabiliz-
ing electoral competition (though clientelistic
and traditional/affective linkages can have this
effect); we disagree that such linkages are
strong in most party systems and instead show
that there is wide variance in the strength of
ideological linkages. 

Spatial models of voting are one of the most
important approaches to understanding how
individuals develop attachments to specific
parties and why parties develop deep roots in
society. The proximity spatial model of voting
is associated with Budge (1994), Cox (1990),
Downs (1957), Enelow and Hinich (1984),
Hinich and Munger (1994), and Westholm
(1997), among others. Hinich and Munger
(1994) developed a particularly sophisticated
proximity spatial model. They argue that
spatial competition does not necessarily occur
along a left–right economic dimension,9 but
they still assume that voters choose a party or
candidate on the basis of ideology. In this
theory, individuals develop attachments to
parties because they believe that those parties
best advance their interests. Their argument
about why large numbers of individuals
become attached to parties revolves around the
ideological congruence between voters and
their preferred parties. Voters choose a candi-
date or party on the basis of a decision about
which one best advances their programmatic
interests. Ideology serves as a shortcut for this
electoral decision. 

Directional spatial models agree that voters
choose a candidate or party based on ideologi-
cal position, but they differ from proximity
spatial models in one key respect. In directional
theories, citizens vote not according to which
party is closest to them on the left–right scale,

but rather according to the parties’ ideological
orientation on a few issues about which the
voter has an intense preference (Rabinowitz
and MacDonald, 1989; Rabinowitz et al., 1991).
The directional approach shares with the prox-
imity models the view that ideological position
determines voters’ preferences for candidates
or parties and is responsible for creating party
roots in society.10

Other major bodies of literature about par-
ties and voters implicitly assume that voting is
programmatic or ideological.11 Lipset and
Rokkan’s (1967) social cleavage theory of party
systems assumes that voters identify their
interests on the basis of their sociological
position in society – class, religion, ethnicity
or nationality, and urban/rural residence.
Implicitly in their argument, some parties pro-
grammatically or ideologically advance the
interests of different sectors of society, and
individuals form their party preference on the
basis of the programmatic/ideological interests
that result from these sociological positions
(see also Bartolini and Mair, 1990; Scully, 1992;
Valenzuela, 1997).

Another important scholarly tradition sees
the left–right schema, which synthesizes ideo-
logical orientations, as a stabilizing psycholog-
ical anchor that influences the vote. According
to this literature, individuals determine their
party preferences on the basis of their ideolog-
ical orientation (Inglehart and Klingemann,
1976; Klingemann, 1979; Inglehart, 1979;
Laponce, 1981; Fuchs and Klingemann, 1990;
Fleury and Lewis-Beck, 1993; Knutsen, 1997).

In sum, three important scholarly tradi-
tions assume that the linkages between voters
and parties are programmatic or ideological.
In contrast, we show that there is great vari-
ance in the extent to which party competition
in different countries is programmatic or
ideological. Ideological voting as measured
by the traditional left–right schema varies
enormously.12

The final column of Table 18.2 provides a
measure of the cross-national variance in ideo-
logical voting based on the results of a logistic
regression analysis (Columns 2 through 4). In
the logistic regressions, party vote as expressed
by survey respondents is the dichotomous
dependent variable, and respondents’ posi-
tions on the left-right scale from 1 to 10 are the
only independent variable. The analysis is
limited to some countries that had a combined
Freedom House score of 10 or less in 1996. The
analysis includes the three largest parties
(according to the number of respondents who
expressed a party preference in the survey) in
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each country.13 For a country-level score, we
started with the results of two simulations (not
shown) based on the estimated logistic regres-
sion coefficients (Column 3). The first simula-
tion estimated the predicted probability that
voter A would choose party i rather than party
j if A located herself at 3.25 on the left-right
scale (3.25 is the exact median point between
the exact center and the furthest left point). The
second simulation estimated the predicted
probabilility that voter A would choose party i
rather than j if A located herself at 7.75 on the
left–right scale (7.75 is the exact median point
between the exact center and the furthest right
point, 10.00). The column labeled ‘First differ-
ence probabilities …’ shows how much the like-
lihood of voting for i rather than j changed
with the change in the voter’s position from
3.25 to 7.75. If a voter at 3.25 had a 0.25 pre-
dicted probability of voting for i and a voter at
7.75 had a 0.65 predicted probability of voting
for i rather than j, then the first difference prob-
ability would be 0.40. The country level score is
the mean for the three scores for the pairs of
parties for that country.14

The cross-national differences in ideological
voting are huge. As expected, the predictability
of the vote on the basis of left-right position
is higher in countries with lower electoral
volatility. The correlation between a country’s
electoral volatility and the mean of the first
difference probabilities in Table 18.2 is −.56
(n = 32, significant at p < .001). This strong
correlation between ideological voting and the
stability of interparty competition suggests that
the three theoretical approaches discussed
earlier were probably right that programmatic/
ideological linkages are the main way to build
an institutionalized party system. Nevertheless,
in a few cases (the USA and Australia, for exam-
ple), electoral stability is very high despite mod-
erate ideological structuring of the vote, whereas
a few post-communist cases (the Czech Republic
and Bulgaria) exhibit moderate to high electoral
volatility despite high ideological structuring.
The huge variance in ideological voting strongly
supports our argument that social scientists can-
not assume that party competition is program-
matic or ideological. This assumption is
misleading in most fluid party systems.

We expected that where programmatic/
ideological anchoring of parties in society is
weaker, party supporters would have more
scattered distributions along the left–right
scale because strong programmatic/ideological
linkages to parties rest on programmatic/
ideological consistency among parties’ loyal
voters. To test this hypothesis, Table 18.3

provides a measure of the extent to which a
country’s parties were cohesive along the
left–right dimension. We constructed the
country score by beginning with the standard
deviation of each party’s supporters along the
left–right dimension, then weighted the parties
by their number of supporters.15 The correla-
tion between a country’s ideological anchoring
in Table 18.2 and its weighted standard devia-
tion in Table 18.3 is −.50, significant at p < .01
(n = 30). This correlation supports the hypothe-
sis that ideological/programmatic consistency
within parties facilitates ideological structur-
ing of party competition.

Although programmatic or ideological link-
ages between voters and parties are not the
only ways to create party system stability, they
are an important means by which voters
become attached to parties and hence an
important means by which parties become
rooted in society. Where ideological linkages to
parties are strong, electoral volatility tends to
be lower, precisely as Lipset and Rokkan (1967)
and spatial theorists postulate.16 Where there is
a weak linkage between voters’ ideological
and programmatic position and their preferred
party, voters are more likely to drift from one
party to the next – that is, they are more likely
to be floating voters.

This evidence suggests a need to rethink
theories about voters, voting, and party com-
petition in less institutionalized party systems.
The programmatic and ideological linkages
between voters and parties are weaker in these
systems than most of the theoretical literature
assumes. Spatial models and other theoretical
approaches that assume ideological voting are
not wrong, but there is considerable variance
in how accurately they portray party competi-
tion in different countries – a fact that spatial
models have not acknowledged. Ideological
voting is a powerful aspect of party competi-
tion in most of the advanced industrial democ-
racies; it is much weaker in most post-1978
competitive regimes. By implication, some of
the theoretical tools and assumptions that have
been central in understanding party competi-
tion in the advanced industrial democracies
are less useful, indeed sometimes problematic,
in analyzing less institutionalized party sys-
tems. For example, the assumption that most
voters’ electoral decision is programmatic or
ideological is unwarranted and misleading in
many post-1978 competitive regimes. 

The modest correlation between ideological
structuring of party competition and electoral
stability suggests one other key point. All three
theories discussed in this section overlook or
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Table 18.2 Ideological voting in 33 countries
Dependent variable for columns 2 to 5: respondents’ expressed party vote
Independent variable: respondents’ left-right position on a 1 to 10 scale

First
Difference

Probabilities
between

values 3.25
Significance and 7.75 of Mean of
of left-right left-right First

Pair of parties logistic Nagelkerke position on a Difference
Country (Dependent variable) coefficient R2 1 to 10 scale Probabilities
Italy Forza Italia v. PDS 0.000 0.85 .93 .72

Forza Italia v. AN 0.000 0.13 .25
PDS v. AN 0.000 0.91 .98

Sweden Moderata Samligspartiet v. 0.000 0.82 .93 .69
Social Democrats

Moderata Samligspartiet v. 0.000 0.94 .91
Vansterpartiet

Social Democrats v. 0.000 0.23 .24
Vansterpartiet

Portugal PSD v. PS 0.000 0.50 .88 .64
PSD v. CDU 0.000 0.82 .80
CDU v. PS 0.000 0.47 .25

Czech Rep. ODS v. CSSD 0.000 0.62 .82 .62
ODS v. KCSM 0.000 0.89 .82
CSSD v. KCSM 0.000 0.52 .22

Netherlands PvdA v. CDA 0.000 0.47 .75 .60
PvdA v. D’66 0.000 0.11 .40
CDA v. D’66 0.000 0.28 .65

Chile Socialists (PS+PPD) v. PDC 0.000 0.12 .40 .56
Conservatives (UDI+RN) v. 0.000 0.33 .54

PDC
Conservatives (UDI+RN) v. 0.000 0.53 .73

Socialists (PS+PPD)

Uruguay Colorado v. Nacional 0.066 0.01 .13 .56
Colorado v. Frente Amplio 0.000 0.62 .77
Nacional v. Frente Amplio 0.000 0.58 .79

Spain PP v. PSOE 0.000 0.63 .80 .55
PP v. Izquierda Unida 0.000 0.62 .85
PSOE v. IU Not significant 0.00 –

France Socialist v. RPR 0.000 0.76 .92 .54
Socialist v. National Front 0.000 0.59 .71
RPR v. National Front Not significant 0.01 –

Poland Solidarność v. PSL 0.000 0.18 .39 .52
Solidarność v. SLD 0.000 0.53 .66
PSL v. SLD 0.000 0.24 .50

UK Conservative v. Labour 0.000 0.43 .73 .52
Conservative v. Liberal 0.000 0.21 .52

Democrats
Labour v. Liberal Democrats 0.000 0.07 .32
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Table 18.2 (Continued)
First

Difference
Probabilities

between
values 3.25

Significance and 7.75 of Mean of
of left-right left-right First

Pair of parties (Dependent logistic Nagelkerke position on a Difference
Country variable) coefficient R2 1 to 10 scale Probabilities
West SPD v. CDU/CSU 0.000 0.35 .71 .51
Germany SPD v. Greens 0.010 0.03 .13

CDU/CSU v. Greens 0.000 0.47 .69

Denmark Socialdemokr. v. Konservative 0.000 0.52 .77 .50
Socialdemokr v. Venstre 0.000 0.52 .74
Konservative v. Venstre Not significant 0.00 –

Greece PASOK v. Nea Demokratia 0.000 0.70 .82 .50
PASOK v. Politiki Anixi 0.000 0.18 .28
Nea Demokratia v. Pol.Anixi 0.000 0.17 .40

Switzerland Radical Démocratique v. 0.000 0.40 .70 .48
Socialist

Radical Démocratique v. Not significant 0.01 –
Christian Democrats

Socialist v. Christian 0.055 0.46 .73
Democrats

Bulgaria Union of Democratic Forces 0.000 0.63 .67 .45
v. Socialist Party

Union of Democratic Forces 0.000 0.28 .47
v. Agrarian Party

Socialist Party v. Agrarian 0.000 0.22 .20
Party

Norway Labour v. Progressive 0.000 0.10 .28 .43
Labour v. Conservative 0.000 0.38 .59
Progressive v. Conservative 0.000 0.10 .42

US Republicans v. Democrats 0.000 0.15 .42 .42
Japan Liberal Democratic Party v. 0.000 0.11 .25 .38

New Frontier party
Liberal Democratic Party v. 0.000 0.30 .53

Socialist Party
New Frontier party v. 0.009 0.08 .35

Socialist Party

Belgium CD&V v. PS 0.000 0.49 .34 .36
CD&V v. VLD Not significant 0.01 –
PS v. VLD 0.000 0.48 .73

Slovenia Liberal Democracy v. 0.002 0.06 .31 .36
People’s Party

Liberal Democracy v. 0.000 0.20 .55
Christian Democrats

People’s Party v. Christian 0.032 0.04 .21
Democrats

(Continued)
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Table 18.2 (Continued)
First

Difference
Probabilities

between
values 3.25

Significance and 7.75 of Mean of
of left-right left-right First

Pair of parties (Dependent logistic Nagelkerke position on a Difference
Country variable) coefficient R2 1 to 10 scale Probabilities
Hungary MSZP v. FIDESZ 0.000 0.32 .57 .31

MSZP v. FKGP 0.010 0.04 .12
FIDESZ v. FKGP 0.000 0.14 .23

Australia Australian Labor v. Liberal Party 0.000 0.16 .45 .30
Australian Labor v. Green Party 0.006 0.01 .05
Liberal Party v. Green Party 0.000 0.17 .39

Argentina PJ v. UCR 0.000 0.05 .22 .26
PJ v. Frepaso 0.000 0.13 .37
UCR v. Frepaso 0.034 0.03 .18

Taiwan Nationalist Party v. Democratic 0.000 0.13 .41 .25
Progressive Party

Nationalist Party v. New Party 0.005 0.02 .13
Democratic Progressive Party 0.002 0.05 .22

v. New Party

Mexico PRI v. PRD 0.000 0.13 .28 .20
PAN v. PRD 0.000 0.04 .18
PRI v. PAN 0.000 0.03 .13

Venezuela AD v. COPEI Not significant 0.00 – .19
AD v. Causa R 0.000 0.22 .28
COPEI v. Causa R 0.000 0.21 .29

Brazil PMDB v. PT 0.000 0.08 .22 .18
PMDB v. PSDB 0.064 0.02 .12
PT v. PSDB 0.000 0.15 .19

Ukraine Democratic Party Ukr. v. Not significant 0.02 – .15
Communist Party Ukr.

Democratic Party Ukr. v. 0.000 0.13 .30
Popular Movement Ukr.

Communist Party Ukr. v. 0.007 0.04 .16
Popular Movement Ukr.

Russia Communist Party v. Our 0.000 0.10 .28 .12
Home Russia

Communist Party v. Lib-Dem. 0.040 0.03 .08
Party

Our Home Russia v. Lib-Dem. Not significant 0.01 –
Party

Peru Cambio 90 v. UPP Not significant 0.00 – .06
Cambio 90 v. APRA Not significant 0.00 –
UPP v. APRA 0.015 0.03 .18

Romania CDR v. PDSR 0.001 0.03 .18 .06
CDR v. PD Not significant 0.01 –
PDSR v. PD Not significant 0.01 –

(Continued)
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understate three non-programmatic and non-
ideological linkages that might orient voters
(Kitschelt, 2000), though only two of the three
could create stable bonds between voters and
parties and thereby foster strong party roots in

society. These non-programmatic rationales
deserve close attention in less institutionalized
party systems. First, voters might choose more
on the basis of clientelistic goods than ideolog-
ical position. In this case, a voter might cast a

Table 18.2 (Continued)
First

Difference
Probabilities

between
values 3.25

Significance and 7.75 of Mean of
of left-right left-right First

Pair of parties (Dependent logistic Nagelkerke position on a Difference
Country variable) coefficient R2 1 to 10 scale Probabilities

India Indian National Congress v. 0.023 0.02 .08 .05
BJP

Indian National Congress v. Not significant 0.01 –
Janata Dal (People’s Party)

BJP v. Janata Dal (People’s 0.024 0.02 .08
Party)

Column 6 is the mean of the 3 scores in Column 5, counting coefficients not significant at p<.10 (Column 3) as
equal to 0 in Column 5. 

Sources: European Election Study 1994 (Belgium, Denmark, France, Greece, Italy, Netherlands, Portugal, UK,
West Germany), Comparative Study of Electoral Systems 1996–2000 (Czech Republic, Hungary, Romania),
World Values Survey 1997, (all the remaining countries).

Table 18.3 Standard deviations of party supporters’ left–right positions
Country Country score* Country Country score*
Sweden 1.35 Ukraine 1.77
West Germany 1.46 Japan 1.83
Spain 1.46 USA 1.83
Portugal 1.48 Argentina 1.85
Italy 1.49 Russia 1.86
Netherlands 1.49 Bulgaria 1.87
France (94) 1.50 Uruguay 1.88
Norway 1.51 Hungary 1.90
Denmark 1.55 Belgium 1.93
Greece 1.56 Poland 1.98
UK (excl. Northern Ireland) 1.64 Peru 2.10
Slovenia 1.65 Mexico 2.45
Switzerland 1.65 India 2.52
Czech Republic 1.67 Romania 2.59
Taiwan 1.67 Brazil 2.84
Australia 1.68 Venezuela 3.00
Chile 1.68

Note: The weighted country mean is the mean standard deviation for all parties with at least two party support-
ers, weighted by the number of party supporters. The weighting means that all individuals who expressed a
party preference are weighted equally, provided that their party had at least one other supporter among survey
respondents. The reason for excluding parties with only one supporter is that the standard deviation must be
zero if N=1. 

Sources: as Table 18.2
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ballot for a politician or party even though a
competitor is ideologically closer to her pre-
ferred position. By securing clientelistic goods,
voters can advance their material interests in a
way that would not be possible through public
goods.17 Second, all three theories overlook
that voting might be personalistic, without a
strong link to ideological preferences or to socio-
logical location (Silveira, 1998). A voter may
cast her ballot not on the basis of an ideological
preference but rather because of sympathy for
the personality traits of a candidate. Under
these conditions, the ideological bond between
individuals and parties is weak, and there may
be no other bond that creates an enduring alle-
giance to a given party. Third, voters might
become attached to parties on the basis of
traditional/affective ties, somewhat indepen-
dent of clientelism and programmatic predilec-
tions. In contemporary competitive regimes in
which television has a strong impact in poli-
tics, however, traditional/affective linkages are
almost certain to erode. 

PARTY ROOTS IN SOCIETY
AND PERSONALISTIC VOTING

In this section, we examine a different aspect of
party roots in society. Widespread voting based
on the personality characteristics of candidates,
devoid of programmatic or ideological content,
is a telling sign of weak party roots in society.
With strong bonds between voters and parties,
whether constructed through programmatic/
ideological, clientelistic, or traditional/affective
linkages, voters remain faithful to their party,
and candidates’ personalities are of secondary
importance. 

Leaders and personalization have become
increasingly important in elections outcomes,
even in countries with parliamentary systems
of government. This phenomenon has been
called the ‘presidentialization of modern elec-
tion campaigns’ (Crewe and King, 1994; Kaase,
1994). In the advanced industrial democracies,
citizen evaluations of leaders contain program-
matic, ideological, or party identification com-
ponents. In fluid party systems, personalism
devoid of programmatic and ideological com-
ponents usually plays a much greater role in
voting (Silveira, 1998).18 In more institutional-
ized systems, voters are more likely to identify
with a party, and parties dominate patterns of
political recruitment and deliberation. In fluid
systems, many voters choose according to per-
sonality more than party; anti-party politicians

are more able to win office. Populism and
anti-politics are more common. Personalities
more than party organizations dominate the
political scene.

Personalistic voting is an important and
partly measurable political phenomenon (King,
2002a, 2002b), yet it has been neglected in most
of the theoretical literature on voting, including
spatial models and works based on the
left–right scheme. In fluid systems, individual
personalities, independent of party and pro-
grammatic preferences, have a sizable impact
in electoral campaigns. Many citizens vote to a
significant degree on the basis of the personal
characteristics of candidates. Personalistic
voting is common, and political independents
can successfully seek high-level office. Space
for populists is greater, especially in presiden-
tial systems since candidates appeal directly to
voters without needing to be elected head of a
party in order to become head of state.
Candidates can capture high executive office
such as the presidency and governorships
without being rooted in an established party. 

One way to assess the importance of person-
alism in electoral campaigns is data on outsider
presidential candidates. Electorally competitive
independent presidential candidates and can-
didates from new parties reflect a high degree
of personalism and voters’ openness to candi-
dates from outside the established parties. For
operational purposes, we define outsider pres-
idential candidates as independents (with no
party affiliation) or candidates from a party
that won less than 5% of the lower chamber
vote in the previous election and did not have
presidential candidates in any election prior to
the previous one. 

Table 18.4 presents data on the share of the
vote won by outsider presidential candidates
in six Latin American countries and (for com-
parative purposes) the USA.19 Outsiders won
the presidential election in Peru in 1990,
Venezuela in 1993 and 1998, and Colombia and
Ecuador in 2002.20 This extraordinary political
occurrence manifests weak institutionalization
of the existing party system. Another outsider
(Evo Morales) made it to the runoff round in
the presidential election in Bolivia in 2002. In
Colombia, Venezuela, Ecuador, and Bolivia,
outsiders won at least 50% of the valid vote in
one of the last two (as of 2005) presidential
elections.

Brazilian President Fernando Collor de
Mello (1990–92) created a party in order to run
for president in 1989, and he defeated the can-
didates of the established parties. Seven
months after his inauguration, his party won
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only 40 of 503 lower chamber seats in the
October 1990 congressional elections. Clearly,
his appeal was personalistic and not party-
based. His party disappeared in the months
following his 1992 resignation from office in
order to avoid his impeachment. Peruvian
President Alberto Fujimori (1990–2000) also
created a party in order to run for the presi-
dency; he, too, campaigned against parties and
subsequently eschewed efforts to build a party.
In Peru, political independents dominated the
1995 municipal elections. Having seen from
Fujimori that anti-party appeals could win
popular support, a new cohort of anti-party
politicians emerged. Fujimori used focus
groups and surveys to determine who ran on
the ballot of his highly personalized party.
Fujimori himself, rather than the party, con-
trolled congressional nominations (Conaghan,
2000). This personalistic control of candidate
selection is the antithesis of what is found in an
institutionalized system. Moreover, as remains
true in Russia, candidates could gain ballot
access without a party and could win election
as independents. Former coup leader Hugo
Chávez created a new party in his successful
bid for the presidency of Venezuela in 1998. In
a similar vein, in Ecuador in 2002, former coup
leader Lucio Gutiérrez created a new party in
his successful campaign for president.

Personalism and anti-party politicians are
also common in some post-communist cases.
Former Russian President Boris Yeltsin was not
a member of a party and undermined parties.
Alexander Lebed, who finished third in the
1996 Russian presidential election, ran as an
independent. Non-partisan candidates have
fared well in the plurality races for both cham-
bers of the Russian parliament. In the 1993
elections, well over half of the single-member

district candidates for the lower chamber were
independents without partisan affiliation, and
only 83 of the 218 deputies elected belonged to
a party (Moser, 1995: 98). In 1995, more than
1000 of the 2700 candidates for the single-
member district seats were independents.
Independents won 78 of the 225 single-member
seats; the largest single party could muster
only 58 seats (White et al., 1997: 203, 224).
Former King Simeon II of Bulgaria also created
an electorally successful personalistic political
vehicle.

Why is personalistic voting widespread in
some party systems even after considerable
time under democratic rule? We cannot fully
address this question here, but some brief spec-
ulations are in order. First, historical sequences
in party building are important. In the old,
well-established democracies, parties became
deeply rooted in society before the emergence
of the modern mass media, especially televi-
sion. In Western Europe, working-class parties
integrated workers into the political system
and provided fundamental sources of identity
(Chalmers, 1964; Pizzorno, 1981). A similar
phenomenon occurred with Christian Demo-
cratic parties (Kalyvas, 1996). In contrast, in
most weakly institutionalized systems, televi-
sion became a mass phenomenon before par-
ties were deeply entrenched in society.
Candidates for executive office can get their
messages across on television without the need
to rely on well-developed party organizations
(Sartori, 1989), allowing the emergence of
highly personalistic parties (Gunther and
Diamond, 2003: 187). Second, the poor regime
performance of many post-1978 competitive
regimes has discredited governing parties
(Remmer, 1991; Roberts and Wibbels, 1999;
Tavits, 2005) and, even more broadly, has

Table 18.4 Average share of vote won by outsider presidential candidates in five most recent
presidential elections, select countries

% of vote won by Average % of vote won
Elections outsider candidates, by outsider candidates,

Country included most recent election last five elections
United States 1984–2000 0.3 6.0
Brazila 1989–2002 0.0 13.4
Ecuador 1988–2002 58.9 17.5
Bolivia 1985–2002 51.3 22.1
Venezuela 1983–2000 40.2 26.5
Colombia 1986–2002 66.5 28.5
Peru 1985–2001 27.9 32.7
a Data for Brazil include four elections only because there have been only four popular presidential elections
since the transition to democracy in 1985. 
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discredited parties as vehicles of representation.
The discrediting of parties has opened the
doors to personalistic anti-party crusaders.
Third, in many post-1978 competitive regimes,
parties are programmatically diffuse (Kitschelt
et al., 1999: 164–90; Ostiguy, 1998), making it
difficult for voters to determine which party is
closest to their own positions, or they may be
ideologically unreliable, undertaking radical
shifts in positions (Stokes, 2001). In such cir-
cumstances, voters are volatile and more likely
to flock to personalistic candidates, who often
campaign against parties. Fourth, personalistic
voting is likely to be stronger in presidential
systems than in parliamentary systems and
most of the advanced industrial democracies
have parliamentary systems, and many post-
1978 competitive regimes have presidential
systems. 

The prevalence of personalism is related to
the second and fourth dimensions of party
system institutionalization. Personalistic link-
ages between voters and candidates tend to be
stronger where party roots in society are
weaker. They also tend to be stronger with
weak party organizations and weakly insti-
tutionalized parties. In weakly institutional-
ized party systems, parties have precarious
resources and are weakly professionalized.
Many parties are personalistic vehicles
(Conaghan, 2000). 

Voting based on the rational evaluation of
leaders could in principle be a sign of political
sophistication and greater electoral account-
ability. King (2002a) calls such reasoned evalu-
ations, which have programmatic/ideological
content, the indirect effects of candidate evalu-
ations. In many fluid party systems, however,
the relationship between individuals’ ideologi-
cal position and their evaluation of political
leaders is weak. Their evaluation of leaders is
not based on programmatic and ideological
principles. 

Table 18.5 shows the product moment corre-
lation of individuals’ evaluation of political
leaders and their position on the left–right
scale. The relationship between leadership
evaluation and ideology is high for the
advanced industrial democracies, but lower in
countries with weakly institutionalized party
systems. In a few countries (Mexico, Peru, and
Taiwan), the relationship between citizen eval-
uation of leaders and their left–right position
was almost zero. The correlation between
countries’ mean Pearson correlation in Table
18.5 and their electoral volatility (Table 18.1) is
0.41 (p < 0.10, n = 19), demonstrating a somewhat
stronger linkage between ideological position

and leadership evaluation in institutionalized
party systems. 

Leadership evaluation might in principle be a
reasonable means to promote representation
and electoral accountability, but where leader-
ship evaluation is not well connected to ideo-
logical or programmatic issues, it indicates
non-programmatic personalism. According to
many views (Barnes, 1977; Converse and Pierce,
1986), representation devoid of programmatic
content is meaningless; representation exists
only because of a programmatic/ideological
match between the views of representatives and
citizens (see also Luna and Zechmeister, 2005).
Such representation occurs only by accident if
at all when there is no relationship between
citizens’ ideological positions and their assess-
ment of political leaders. In many post-1978
competitive regimes, the connection between
citizens’ ideological position and their preferred
political leaders is weak.

The importance of personalistic voting
devoid of much ideological content in less
institutionalized party systems suggests again
the need for caution in applying theoretical
models predicated on the assumption that
voters’ electoral choice is programmatic or
ideological. This is often not the case in fluid
party systems. 

CONCLUSION

Awareness of the importance of party system
institutionalization has grown in the past
decade, but social scientists who work on fluid
party systems need to continue rethinking the
way we theorize about and compare party sys-
tems. Some theories that have been presented
as universalistic, for example, spatial theories
of voting and party competition, in fact are
more useful for analyzing the advanced indus-
trial democracies than fluid party systems. It is
essential to be aware of these differences
between fluid and more institutionalized sys-
tems and to avoid assuming that purportedly
universalistic theories constructed implicitly
on the basis of the advanced industrial democ-
racies will equally apply to fluid party sys-
tems. Analyzing less institutionalized party
systems sheds light on important issues that
do not surface in examining the advanced
industrial democracies.21

Party systems vary markedly in levels of
institutionalization, and institutionalization
varies independently of the number of parties
and the level of polarization. Whereas analysts
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Table 18.5 Ideological anchoring of leaders’ evaluation in 19 countries
included in the CSES study (Pearson correlation coefficients)
Czech Vaclav Klaus 0.60**
Republic Milos Zeman −0.42**
(1996) M. Grebenicek −0.63**
Average 0.54

Sweden Goran Persson −0.39**
(1998) Carl Bildt 0.58**

Gudrun Schyman −0.48**
Average 0.48

Spain Jose Maria Aznar 0.57**
Joaquin Almunia −0.32**
F. Frutos −0.29

Average 0.39

Australia Paul Keating −0.33**
John Howard 0.43**
Tim Fischer 0.39**

Average 0.38

Denmark P. Nyrup Rasmussen −0.36**
(1998) U. Ellemann-Jensen 0.52**

P. Stig Møller 0.26**
Average 0.38

Portugal J. Barroso 0.55**
(1997) A. Guterres −0.24**

P. Portas 0.35**
Average 0.38

Hungary Gyula Horn −0.39**
(1998) Viktor Orban 0.34**

Jozsef Torgyan 0.36**
Average 0.36

Norway Thorbjorn Jagland −0.17**
(1997) Carl Ivar Hagen 0.45**

Jan Petersen 0.40**
Average 0.34

Switzerland Christoph Blocher 0.50**
(1999) Ruth Dreifuss −0.34**

Franz Steinegger 0.18**
Average 0.34

United Kingdom Tony Blair −0.30**
(1997) John Major 0.40**

Paddy Ashdown −0.16**
Average 0.29

United States Bill Clinton −0.27**
Bob Dole 0.31**

Average 0.29

Russia Zyuganov −0.51**
(1999) Kiriyenko 0.18**

Luzhkov −0.12**
Average 0.27

(Continued)
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who compare party systems on the basis of the
number of parties would lump together multi-
party cases regardless of the level of institu-
tionalization, the weakly institutionalized
cases differ markedly from solidly entrenched
ones. Treating all multiparty systems as an
undifferentiated category when there are vast
differences in institutionalization is mislead-
ing. Ecuador, Norway, Peru, Russia, and
Sweden have multiparty systems, but the sys-
tems in Norway and Sweden are much more
institutionalized than those in Ecuador, Peru,
and Russia. Lumping together these cases of
multipartyism conceals profound differences
in the nature of the systems. 

Institutionalization also varies significantly
relative to ideological distance in the party

system. Some polarized systems (e.g., France
from the 1960s to the 1980s, Italy from the
1940s to the 1980s) were well institutionalized.
Other polarized systems (e.g., Brazil in the
mid- to late 1980s, Venezuela since 1998) are
less institutionalized and function in a differ-
ent manner. A key issue in the comparative
study of party systems, as much as the number
of parties and the ideological distance among
them, is their level of institutionalization. 

Our focus in this chapter has been on the cru-
cial differences in party system institutionaliza-
tion and ways in which these differences dictate
a need to rethink party system theory. Spatial
constraints prohibit an extended discussion of
the consequences of weak party system institu-
tionalization. Mainwaring and Scully (1995),

Table 18.5 (Continued)
Germany Schroeder −0.21**
(1998) Kohl 0.26**

Waigel 0.28**
Average 0.25

Netherlands Wim Kok −0.10**
(1998) Frits Bolkesetein 0.34**

J. De Hoop 0.21**
Average 0.22

Slovenia Janez Drnovsek −0.19**
Marjan Podobnik 0.12**
Janez Jansa 0.36**

Average 0.22

Romania Emil Constantinescu 0.19**
Ion Iliescu −0.17**

Average 0.18

Taiwan Lee Tung-Hui 0.10*
Peng Ming Min −0.02
Lin Yang-Gang 0.19**

Average 0.10

Mexico E. Zedillo 0.12**
(2000) D. Fernández de Cevallos 0.11**

Cardenas Solorzano −0.05
Average 0.08

Peru A. Toledo −0.05
A. García 0.03
L. Flores 0.13**

Average 0.04

Entries are Pearson correlation scores between respondents’ left–right ideological self-
placement and their evaluation of specified leaders. The country average is an
unweighted average of the absolute values of the three individual correlations for the
country. Non-significant correlations do not differ statistically from 0 at
the 90% confidence level, and hence we treated them as a correlation of 0 in
calculating the country average.

*Significant at 0.10 level.

**Significant at 0.05 level.
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Mainwaring (1999: 323–36), Moser (1999, 2001),
Payne et al. (2002), and Stoner Weiss (2001) have
written about some such consequences. Our
intuition is that institutionalization has impor-
tant consequences for democratic politics.
Otherwise, it would not be a paramount issue in
studying party systems. We therefore close with
two observations about consequences of weak
system institutionalization. 

First, weak institutionalization introduces
more uncertainty regarding electoral outcomes
and can weaken democratic regimes. The
turnover from one party to others is higher,
the entry barriers to new parties are lower, and
the likelihood that a personalistic anti-system
politician can become the head of government
is much higher. Such uncertainty proved inim-
ical to democracy until the 1980s, when the end
of the Cold War reduced the stakes of political
conflict and facilitated the post-1989 expansion
of democracy and semi-democracy in the
world. Even in the post-Cold War context, the
much higher level of personalism in weakly
institutionalized party systems can pave the
way toward authoritarianism – e.g., President
Alberto Fujimori in Peru in 1992 or toward the
erosion of democratic or semi-democratic
regimes – e.g., President Hugo Chávez in
Venezuela since 1998 (Mayorga, forthcoming;
Tanaka, forthcoming). 

Second, weak institutionalization is inimical
to electoral accountability. In most democra-
cies, parties are the primary mechanism of
electoral accountability. For electoral account-
ability to work well, voters must be able to
identify – in broad terms – what the main par-
ties are and what they stand for (Hinich and
Munger, 1994). In contexts where parties fre-
quently appear and disappear, where the com-
petition among them is ideologically and
programmatically diffuse, and where person-
alities often overshadow parties as routes to
executive power, the prospects for effective
electoral accountability suffer.22

For electoral accountability and political rep-
resentation to function well, the political envi-
ronment must provide citizens with effective
information cues that enable them to vote in
reasoned ways without spending an inordi-
nate time reaching these reasoned decisions. In
institutionalized systems, parties provide an
ideological reference that gives some anchoring
to voters. Voters can reduce information costs
using the shortcuts at their disposal, thus increas-
ing the levels of electoral accountability. The
limited stability of less institutionalized party
systems and the weak programmatic/ideological

content that party labels provide in these
contexts reduce the information cues that these
systems offer voters. The weaker information
cues hamper the bounded rationality of voters,
undercutting the potential for electoral account-
ability based on a rational evaluation of poli-
cies, governments, and leaders. Where electoral
accountability suffers, the promise that represen-
tative democracy holds, that elected politicians
will serve as agents of the voters to advance
some common good or to advance interests of
specific constituencies, may break down (Luna
and Zechmeister, 2005). 

In one of the most famous quotes in the
history of the analysis of political parties,
Schattschneider (1942: 1) wrote that ‘Political
parties created modern democracy and mod-
ern democracy is unthinkable save in terms of
the parties’. If the history of modern democ-
racy is built on political parties, then we can
expect democracy to have some deficiencies
where parties are less stable mechanisms of
representation, accountability, and structuring
than they have been in the advanced industrial
democracies.

NOTES

* We are grateful to Michael Coppedge, Marta
Fraile, Anna Grzymala-Bussa, Frances Hagopian,
Kevin Krause, Iganacio Lago, Carol Mershon, José
Ramón Montero, Richard Rose, and Edurne Zoco
for comments. Edurne Zoco, Angel Alvárez,
Lorenzo Brusattin, and Terence Merritt provided
research assistance. Peter Baker, Eugene Bartkus,
Viva Bartkus, Pradeep Chhibber, Dwight Dyer,
Kevin Krause, Bong-jun Ko, Mark Jubulis, Vello
Pettai, Marina Popescu, Gabor Toka, Edward
Rakhimkulov, and Edurne Zoco helped us iden-
tify party splits, mergers, and changes of name.

1. We follow the definitions of democracy and
semi-democracy in Mainwaring et al. (2001).
Competitive political regimes include both
democracies and semi-democracies. 

2. Our focus is on party systems. Other scholars
have looked at the institutionalization of parties
(Dix, 1992; Gunther and Hopkin, 2002; Huntington,
1968: 12–28; Janda, 1980; Levitsky, 2003; Mény,
1990; Panebianco, 1988; Randall and Svåsand,
2002). Party institutionalization in democracies
is positively and strongly correlated to party
system institutionalization, but the relationship
is not linear, as Mainwaring and Scully (1995:
20–1), Randall and Svåsand (2002), Stockton
(2001), and Wallis (2003) have noted.

PARTY SYSTEM INSTITUTIONALIZATION AND PARTY SYSTEM THEORY 221

19-Katz-3336-Ch-18.qxd  11/22/2005  8:19 PM  Page 221



3. Because Huntington’s discussion of institutional-
ization is well known, it is worth noting that our
concept differs from his. We focus on party sys-
tems; he focused on parties. More important, he
viewed parties as more institutionalized when
they were more autonomous with respect to
social groups. We believe contrariwise that
strong links between parties and social groups
manifest deeper party roots in society and higher
institutionalization. 

4. When a party split into two or more parties from
election T1 to T2, we compared its T2 total with
the largest split-off. We then treated the smaller
new splinter party as if it had no votes in election
T1. When two or more parties merged and cre-
ated a new organization, we calculated volatility
using the original party with the highest percent-
age. If two or more parties merged for election T2,
but competed in election T1 as separate parties,
we assumed that the one(s) with fewer votes dis-
appeared in election T2. We gave a zero value to
this party in T2 and counted its share of the vote
in T1 as its percentage of change. When a party
changed its name but had an obvious continuity
with a previous party, we counted them as being
the same organization. We usually treated inde-
pendents as a category because we lacked the
data needed for comparing individuals’ results
from one election to the next.

5. Freedom House publishes an annual report on
the state of civil liberties and political rights in
most countries. Scores ranges from 1 (best) to 7
(worst). We combined the two scores, creating an
index from 2 (most democratic) to 14 (most
authoritarian).

6. We did not include Bangladesh and the
Philippines because of incomplete electoral
results. For Ecuador, we used results for deputies
selected in a country-wide district, not the sepa-
rate results for federal deputies elected in
province-wide districts.

7. For Belgium, France, Italy, the Netherlands, the
UK, and West Germany, we used the European
Election Study 1994.

8. Janda (1980) also argued that party institutional-
ization is a question of age. Tavits (2005) argues
that in post-Communist Europe, volatility first
increased only to later diminish. 

9. We disagree that the left–right dimension neces-
sarily refers exclusively or even primarily to an
economic dimension. Rather, it incorporates his-
torically changing issues, of which economic
issues were salient in most advanced industrial
democracies. In many advanced industrial
democracies, religion has been a better predictor
of left–right position than class. Increasingly in
the past two decades, post-materialism has
become an important predictor of left–right posi-
tion (Inglehart, 1984, 1990; Kitschelt, 1994).

10. Iversen (1994b) and Merrill and Grofman (1999)
integrate the proximity and directional spatial
models. Iversen (1994a) integrates spatial theory
with an understanding that parties influence
voters. Hibbing and Theiss-Morse (2002) criticize
spatial theory; they argue that ideological voting
is less important than spatial models claim.

11. One important contrasting approach to ideologi-
cal voting is voting based on government perfor-
mance. For example, Fiorina’s (1981) seminal
work assumes voting on the basis of retrospec-
tive assessments about policy benefits. Theories
about economic voting (Kiewet and Kinder,
1979) are also predicated upon the assumption
that voters make their electoral choices as a func-
tion of government performance. See Sánchez-
Cuenca (2003) for a synthesis of ideological and
performance-based approaches to voting.

12. The left-right scale is a good summary of ideol-
ogy in most countries (Alcántara, 1995; Dalton,
1985; Inglehart, 1984; Sani and Sartori, 1983). In
many Latin American countries, large numbers
of voters do not have a good grasp of the left-
right scale, but, in a similar vein, they do not
have a sophisticated grasp of programmatic
issues. In a personal communication, Kevin
Krause noted that in some countries with signif-
icant ethnic divides (e.g., Slovakia), left-right
position is not a good summary of ideology.

13. For the USA, we used only two parties because
the third party was electorally insignificant. 

14. We calculated coefficients that were not signifi-
cant at p ≤ .10 as equal to 0 because they are
statistically distinguishable from 0 at that level.

15. See Inglehart and Klingemann (1976, Table 13.3)
for comparable data on standard deviations of
party supporters in Western Europe in 1973.
Ireland was an outlier, with a tenuous relation-
ship between left–right self-location and party
preference.

16. With weak ideological voting yet very stable
electoral patterns, the USA is a notable excep-
tion to this generalization. US exceptionalism
shows that programmatic/ideological linkages
are not the only route to a stable party system.
High entry barriers to new parties help explain
the US anomaly. They help enable the
Republicans and Democrats to dominate the
electoral market despite modest ideological
structuring.

17. We do not have data that would allow us to
compare the extent of clientelistic voting across
different countries. Considerable evidence –
although it is not systematic – indicates that
clientelism is more widespread in most
third- and fourth-wave democracies than in
the advanced industrialized democracies. See
Ames (2001), Guevara Mann (2001), Hagopian
(1996), Hartlyn (1988: 170–83), Legg and
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Lemarchand (1972), Mainwaring (1999: 175–218),
O’Donnell (1996), Scott (1972), and Stokes
(forthcoming). 

18. Silveira (1998) is an excellent study of personal-
istic voting in Brazil. He emphasizes the non-
programmatic, non-ideological aspects of poor
Brazilian voters. This theme has echoes in some
literature on the USA (Converse, 1964; Hibbing
and Theiss-Morse, 2002), but it cuts against most
of the recent work on the advanced industrial
democracies. The literature on populism is rele-
vant to the analysis of personalistic voting.
Populist leaders establish a direct, personalistic
relationship to the masses. See Roberts (1995),
Weffort (1978) and Weyland (1999).

19. The following gives additional details of how
we coded whether candidates were outsiders
or not:

1. Our intention was to count only those par-
ties that are really new. Therefore, if a party
changed its name from election t to election
t+1, we did not count it as a new party at t+1. 

2. For the same reason, we did not count an
alliance (coalition) of previously existing
parties as a new party. 

3. We did not count a merger of two previously
existing parties as a new party.

4. In cases of a party schism, neither of the
resulting parties is counted as new. 

5. We count as independents candidates who
did not have a party affiliation. 

20. There are two types of outsiders: those who
had never been national politicians and ran
against the establishment – such as Alberto
Fujimori, Hugo Chávez, and Lucio Gutiérrez –
and those outside the party system – such as
Rafael Caldera and Álvaro Uribe Vélez. The
former have no prior national political experi-
ence and the latter are dissidents from tradi-
tional parties. Our analysis includes both kinds
of politician.

21. Along similar lines, Mainwaring (2003) argues
that parties in less institutionalized democra-
cies (most post-1978 cases) have different objec-
tives than parties in the advanced industrial
democracies. Parties in less institutionalized
democracies are concerned about objectives
involving the political regime (preserving or
undermining it) in addition to electoral and
policy objectives.

22. Electoral accountability also suffers where parties
undertake radical policy shifts, as occurred in
many Latin American countries in the 1980s and
1990s (Stokes, 2001). In some fluid systems, large
numbers of legislators switch parties during their
terms (Heller and Mershon, 2005). This practice
also weakens electoral accountability.
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Party politics in post-communist countries
typically is analyzed from the vantage points of
democratization and consolidation despite the
fact that the most recent developments in these
party systems are often unrelated to the transi-
tion process or to communism per se. The col-
lapse of the one-party totalitarian regime has
presented party politics with a unique chal-
lenge. As a result, party behavior is substan-
tially different from both the established liberal
democracies and other third-wave democracies.
The fact that the inclusion of citizens into the
political body preceded the phase of contesta-
tion sets the region apart from Western Europe,
where a competitive oligarchic system democ-
ratized, and Southern Europe, where both
mobilization and contestation were at a low
level under authoritarianism (van Biezen, 2003:
26). When democratization reached Eastern
Europe, its citizens were already mobilized and
politicized (Mair, 1997: 180). Endowed with the
skills of ‘cognitive mobilization’, they can rely
on their own education-based knowledge and
on the information provided by the mass
media.

Scholarship has moved away from empha-
sizing the underlying commonalities (Kitschelt,
1992), to accentuating the subregional specifici-
ties within the post-communist world (Ágh,
1998b; Evans and Whitefield, 1993; Kitschelt,
1995). However, heterogeneity makes post-
communist party politics even more popular
as the target of research. The similar immediate
past and the diverging outcomes hold out to
researchers the unique promise of tracing the
effect of various institutional and cultural
factors. There is one major obstacle that hinders

the establishment of quasi-experimental
research designs: it is difficult to disentangle
the consequences of the political transition
from the regional peculiarities. The Central
Asian cases are yet to be incorporated into
party research, the status of African socialist
systems is contested, while Cuba, China or
Vietnam are not (yet) in the post-communist
box. That is, post-communist studies are pre-
dominantly Eastern European studies; the con-
ceptual and the area studies approaches are
intimately interwoven.

THE RELEVANCE OF PARTIES IN
DEMOCRATIC CONSOLIDATION

The post-communist transformation is
regarded as unique in its comprehensive char-
acter. A new economic system, a new political
system, new constitutional regimes and, some-
times, new states were to be built simultane-
ously (Offe, 1991; Bunce, 1995). Parties had to
face the legacy of weak or non-existent democ-
ratic experience and complete concentration of
power under communism. Observers claim
that both the difficulty and the necessity of
building strong parties follow from the extent
of these changes. Kitschelt (1996: 2), for example,
states: ‘In post-communist regimes, the early
formation of powerful parties may be an even
more important ingredient of democratic con-
solidation than elsewhere’. This expectation is
built on the venerable tradition in political
science that assigns crucial functions to parties
in the stabilization of democratic regimes
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(Huntington, 1968; Diamond, 1997; Mainwaring
and Scully, 1995). 

The actual role that parties fulfill in the region
is hotly debated, however. Some authors include
parties among the chief agents of the transition
and consolidation (e.g., Ágh, 1998a; Elster et al.,
1998) while others consider them marginal and
inconsequential (Tóka, 1997). Typically, the inter-
national environment and the deteriorating eco-
nomic situation are regarded as the principal
background factors of the transition, and com-
munist nomenklaturas, the counter-elites and
various civic initiatives (‘fora’, ‘movements’, or
‘national fronts’) are regarded as the principal
local actors. Markowski (2001) argues that the
development of diffuse political support may
precede and not follow the institutionalization
of the party system. The general ambiguity sur-
rounding the role of parties is well illustrated by
the comments of Lewis. On the one hand, he
claims that parties were marginal in democratic
transition, particularly in its early stages (Lewis,
2000: 20). On the other hand, he asserts:
‘Competitive parties have been one of the pri-
mary organized agencies of political change and
the main vehicle for the institutional develop-
ment of post-communist democracy’ (Lewis,
2000: xi).

The reach of the party system varies signifi-
cantly across the region. Party competition is
still under severe constraints in the regimes of
Central Asia. Authoritarian regimes also devel-
oped in Belarus and Azerbaijan, and the
pluralist political system has not yet been
institutionalized in Georgia and Armenia. In
these countries the struggle for power between
elite factions unfolds on non-electoral fields,
while elections only register the victory retro-
spectively (Segert, 1996: 232). Economies that
depend on specific natural resources and that
are organized according to informal rules pro-
vide a particularly hostile environment for reg-
ular alternation in power. The wars and civil
wars that followed the collapse of communism
in Yugoslavia, Moldova, and Georgia also hin-
dered the stabilization and differentiation of
parties. The two major Eastern European coun-
tries, Russia and Ukraine, possess a higher
degree of pluralism, but both the relevance and
the equality of their political parties are ques-
tionable. In Russia parties have little influence
on the composition of the government. The
military and security apparatuses, economic
interest groups, regional governors, and the
executive are the major players. Referring to
government-sponsored parties, Sakwa (2001:
84) claims, ‘Rather than parties forming the
government, in Russia it was the executive

branch that tended to take the initiative in
party formations’.

As Freedom House scores attest, most other
former communist countries can be considered
formally democratic. But in many of them there
were periods when the state developed particu-
larly close ties with a party or a group of parties.
Analysts often claimed to detect the reemer-
gence of pre-war hegemonic parties and pre-
dominant party systems (Ágh, 1996: 255).
Finally, however, only Central Asia, the
Caucasus and Belarus produced the respective
pattern. In other areas, frequent turnovers in
government are more typical. Instead of author-
itarianism, rather extreme competition endan-
gers the stabilization of democracy (Mair, 1991).
Elections end with government alternation
more often than was the case after the democra-
tic transition in the West partly because in
Eastern Europe the representatives of the ancien
régime could return to power (Beyme, 2003).

Structured competition, strong and stable
links between parties and citizens, and stable
party organization – in other words, party
system institutionalization – has encountered
considerable obstacles all over the post-
communist world. Scholars most often point to
the following hostile factors: weakness and
instability of sociopolitical differentiation
(meaning, in its moderate version, the lack of
cleavages or, in its more radical formulation,
the complete atomization of the society), alien-
ation from the political system, elite-driven
political transition, the particularly large influ-
ence of electronic media, anti-party sentiments,
weak civil society, international constraints on
government activities, and the shortness of
democratic experience (Evans and Whitefield,
1993; Katz, 1996; Mair, 1997; Hanley, 2001).

High electoral volatility, low popularity of
parties, relatively low turnout, small party
membership, weak partisan identities, weak
grounding of parties in civil society, their
financial dependence on state, and low level of
organizational loyalty among politicians are
the most glaring signs of weak institutionaliza-
tion. The lack of members and loyal supporters
makes it difficult for parties to articulate and
aggregate preferences. High volatility and
shifting loyalties in the party elite weaken the
accountability and responsiveness of office-
holders (Tóka, 1997: 170).

Based on these observations, a major group
of scholars emphasized the fluidity and imma-
turity of post-communist party politics. Another
group of researchers, however, are ready to
point out the emergence of relatively stable
structures and the predominant role of
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parties, particularly in East-Central Europe.
The difference between these two approaches
is discussed below at systemic, sociological,
organizational, and institutional levels.

The institutionalization perspective directs
attention to the difference between the power
of parties and personalities (Mainwaring,
1998). A contrast between individual political
entrepreneurs and political parties indicates
the dominance of the latter in Central Europe,
and the prominence of the former in the former
Soviet Union, with the exception of the Baltic
countries. However, as the defeat of many
famous individuals proves, personal popular-
ity is nowhere a powerful enough electoral
asset. Party leaders often have unquestioned
authority within their parties, and their charis-
matic appeal may explain a considerable por-
tion of the vote. But charismatic leadership
does not always hurt party government. When
leaders such as Klaus and Orbán emerge from
within a party, maintain party loyalty, and
invest considerable energy in working out an
ideological framework, their role may even
strengthen the crystallization of the party
system. These leaders proved to be more effec-
tive politicians than their more famous col-
leagues (e.g., Walȩsa and Havel) exactly due to
their firm party backing. Outsiders, such as the
1990 Polish presidential candidate Tyminski,
achieve impressive results from time to time,
but without a party behind them they cannot
consolidate their achievements. The new polit-
ical class was by and large created by the
parties in these countries (Ágh, 1996: 260).

Independents have unprecedented influ-
ence, however, in the eastern part of the post-
communist world. In 2000 in Belarus 74% of
legislators did not belong to parties. In Ukraine
in 1994 two-thirds, and in 2002 21%, of the MPs
were independent (Lewis, 2003: 154–5). The
weakness of parties is most obvious at the level
of local politics. Typically less than half of local
councilors are party members.

Observers agree that political parties are
rather weak in performing the functions of
integration, mobilization, and mediation
(Lewis, 2001: 486). However, in East-Central
Europe their weakness in the representative
functions is counterbalanced by their strength
in procedural functions: organization of par-
liament and government, recruitment, etc.
Through the privatization process they are able
to create new owners and even new social
strata. The dominant weight of parties in gov-
erning the society and in selecting the political
elite may justify the concept of ‘overparticiza-
tion’. In Ágh’s (1996: 251) view, parties may

even endanger democracy by leaving no space
for other organizations. Few institutions can
challenge the influence of parties in these
countries. The esprit de corps of the bureaucracy,
the military, the judicial system, etc., was broken
during the transition. The main exception to
this rule is the mass media.

Goal definition and policy formulation are in
the hands of presidents and lobby groups in
the Eastern part of the region, while in Central
Europe the political agenda is determined by
parties and the principal decisions are made by
party officials or by those who are under their
control. Scholars are critical of the ability of
parties to articulate preferences, but one must
remember that alternative organizations such
as trade unions, social movements, and civic
initiatives also lack mobilizational potential
and popularity.

Well-entrenched party systems are no guar-
antee for democratic consolidation if they
compete according to clientelistic and not pro-
grammatic principles. Kitschelt (1995, 1996: 21,
2001) claims that this is particularly true when
the electorates are relatively sophisticated,
which is the case in most post-communist
countries. Empirical analyses indicate that the
ideological structuration of Eastern European
party systems is comparable to the Western
ones and is above the Latin American average
(Kitschelt, 2003), but the intra-regional varia-
tion is considerable.

In Kitschelt’s model, the chances of program-
matic competition are related to the level of
sociocultural development of the society, the
sophistication of the electorate, the nature of
the communist and pre-communist regimes, the
type of transition, and the newly built institu-
tional frameworks. All these factors are inter-
connected and bundled into various trajectories.
In societies that were agrarian before the com-
munist regimes, that lacked working-class
movements and democratic experience, com-
munism developed a nepotistic face. The
regime faced no serious opposition, and, there-
fore, the elite could initiate preemptive reforms
and stabilize its power through clientelistic link-
ages. The continued dominance of the old elite
does evoke opposition in the society, but the
emotionally loaded tensions between the com-
munist and anti-communist social networks
merely reinforce personalism and clientelism.
On the other extreme, a high level of socioeco-
nomic development (industrialization, urban-
ization, modern bureaucracy) and full-fledged
party politics prior to communism, coupled
with a replacement type of transition, present
ideal conditions for programmatic competition.
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As indicated by this logic, the success of the
democratization process is often linked to the
failure of the ancien régime forces to maintain a
strong bargaining position. One way for the
communist elite to preserve its grip on power
is exactly to promote rules (majoritarian elec-
toral system, presidentialism, etc.) that weaken
the partisan logic and strengthen the role of
personalities. Clientelism, patronage, and rent-
seeking are also claimed to be closely related to
the former communist parties’ ability to main-
tain continuity (Kitschelt, 1996).

The negative impact of ancien régime elites on
the consolidation of party systems is far from
obvious, however. On average, the politicians
of the successor parties were more loyal, pro-
fessional and efficient than their opponents,
who, in the first years at least, were amateurs,
lacking organizational skills, party loyalty, and
commitment to politics (Kopecký, 2003: 142–3).
Many scholars work with a definition of a
‘political party’ that excludes the leading orga-
nizations of one-party states, since they are
more like state organs than like voluntary
organizations. The success of the communist
organizations in the democratic era indicates,
however, that there was more ‘partyness’ in
these institutions than typically perceived.

DIMENSIONS OF PARTY SYSTEMS

Those scholars who describe post-communist
party systems as open and inchoate attribute
the high level of fluidity to such structural
factors as the lack of stable party affiliations and
the large stakes of competition (Mair, 1997).
Given the high electoral volatility and the weak-
ness of partisan traditions, politicians have no
particular reason to be loyal to losing parties.
Even joining non-parliamentary parties may be
rational: parties that did not exist during the
previous election captured a significant share,
sometimes even the majority, of the votes in
Russia (1999), Poland (2001), Slovakia (1998,
2001), Bulgaria (2001) and Latvia (1998, 2002).
As a result, the loyalty of politicians does not
always exceed that of voters. In Russia almost
one-third of the seats changed hands between
the election and the first Duma session in 1999.
In Estonia, among those candidates who ran at
successive elections, only 41% stuck to their
party (Kreuzer and Pettai, 2003: 85).

Party system stability is not uniformly low
in the region. In the Czech Republic and
Hungary only one new parliamentary party
emerged during the last decade, and they were

both splinter groups of existing parties. In the
Czech parliament, only two deputies quit their
party between 1998 and 2002 (Williams, 2003:
53). Where a stable pattern of conflict develops,
it seems to have a stabilizing effect on the atti-
tudes and behavior of the voters. The relatively
low electoral volatility of the Czech party system
and the decrease in the Hungarian volatility,
for example, are attributable to the consoli-
dated structure of party competition (Toole,
2000).

The predictability of party systems increases if
certain parties are unwilling to cooperate with
each other. In this regard considerable structure
characterizes post-communist party systems.1
There are strong attempts on behalf of parties to
isolate each other. The antagonism between
‘arch-enemies’ (e.g., Solidarity and the Social
Democrats in Poland, the Social Democrats and
the Civic Party in the Czech Republic, Meciar’s
Movement and the Christian Democrats in
Slovakia, the Democrats and the Socialists in
Albania or the Socialists and Fidesz in Hungary)
helped the development of a bipolar structure.

The fact that the range of potential govern-
ing parties is restricted also contributes to the
closure of the party systems. Orthodox com-
munists are not seen as acceptable coalition
partners in East-Central Europe, and the
extreme right is also typically excluded (short-
lived exceptions come from Slovakia and
Yugoslavia). The West appears as a major con-
straining force in this regard. The victorious
parties in Yugoslavia, Hungary and Romania,
for example, received serious warnings not to
rely on the support of respectively the
Radicals, the MIÉP and the Greater Romania
Party. In the Czech Republic, two parties have
been permanently excluded from coalition
alternatives. By stigmatizing the Republican
party (SPR-RSC) and the Communist party
(KSCM), the major parties have pushed one-
fifth of the parliament out of the game. In this
regard not so much openness but rather overde-
termination seems to characterize coalition
building.

Post-communist party systems are frag-
mented (Bielasiak, 2002), but the difference
between Western and Eastern Europe is not
dramatic (Birch, 2001). But note that, due to the
various forms of cooperation between parties it
is rather difficult to enumerate them. The Polish
AWS, for example, was composed of more than
30 parties and other organizations (Szczerbiak,
2001). The widespread cooperation of parties in
the region makes particularly obvious how
weak the political science literature is on coop-
eration and fusion, as opposed to competition.
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Institutional tinkering, together with the
growing experience of voters, led to a decrease
in the number of parties in East-Central Europe
(Bielasiak, 2002: 204). The introduction of PR
electoral rules in some countries seems to point
in the opposite direction, but high fragmenta-
tion typically preceded, rather than followed
this institutional change (Jasiewicz, 2003: 182).

The experience of small Western European
countries taught political science that fragmen-
tation does not necessarily undermine stability.
The recent history of post-communist countries
has a parallel message concerning polarization.
Kitschelt (1996) highlights that programmatic
polarization has both beneficial and pernicious
effects: it may destabilize the system through
frequent changes in policies and through stale-
mate, but it may also help by structuring pro-
grammatic divisions and increasing the level
of representation. The empirical evidence indi-
cates that high polarization typically goes
together with more thorough consolidation in
the region.

Polarization is not yet able, however, to
stabilize electoral behavior. The classical
dilemma of electoral behavior research was
how to explain the stability of voting despite the
general lack of political information, knowledge
and stable attitudes towards political issues. In
Eastern Europe the situation is one of instability
in party affiliations despite the strong attempts
of parties to create mental barriers and to offer
the sense of deep divisions in society.

PATTERNS OF CONFLICT

As far as the emerging shape of the party
systems is concerned, Western parties and party
federations provide one of the most important
stimuli, socializing the Eastern parties into their
programmatic and coalitional preferences
(Pridham, 2001). Pre-communist traditions also
influence the landscape of parties. Cultural
debates that were dormant for a long time
reemerged, and considerable continuity with
pre-war geographic voting patterns can be
observed in some of these countries (Wittenberg,
1998), although the reestablished historical
parties proved to be surprisingly weak.

While Western party families do have their
local representatives, there are still relatively
many parties that have no links to European
party alliances and cannot be easily fitted into
Western (or any) categories. Unreformed com-
munist parties, populist but not extreme right
groups (e.g., the Movement for Democratic

Slovakia, People’s Movement Rukh, Slovenian
People’s Party, the National Movement of
Simeon II), the ‘parties of power’ (i.e., presi-
dential parties), and electoral alliances formed
around charismatic leaders (e.g., the Party for
Civic Understanding (SOP) and Direction
(SMER) in Slovakia) encountered difficulties
finding allies in the West.

Center-right parties exist both in their
Christian democratic and conservative vari-
ants, but some of them are probably better
labelled as right authoritarian (Segert, 1996).
They are often characterized by statist, anti-
individualist and, therefore, anti-capitalist
rhetoric. The left is typically dominated by the
communist successor parties, some of them
adopting a nationalistic rhetoric, others mod-
ernizing themselves into social democrats
(Segert, 1996; Bozóki and Ishiyama, 2002). The
extreme right, led by charismatic leaders, is
present in most countries. These parties typi-
cally differ from their Western siblings in focus-
ing not on immigration but on nationalism.

Party competition is most frequently pro-
jected into a two-dimensional space. According
to Kitschelt’s (1992) deductive reasoning, the
rules specifying who is a legitimate player
(inclusive or exclusive citizenship), and the
nature of the rules the players are expected to
follow (hierarchical or participatory mode of
decision-making) form the first, libertarian–
authoritarian or cosmopolitan–particularist
dimension. Attitudes concerning the assets
players are endowed with (market or non-
market logic of distribution of resources) form
the second axis. Where a free market is the
status quo, libertarians are expected to have
negative views on it and to search for alterna-
tives. In state dominated economies anti-
market views, however, must go together with
an authoritarian orientation.2

In ‘patrimonial regimes’, which were charac-
terized in the pre-communist era by a low level
of bureaucratic institutionalization, intra-elite
contestation, and interest articulation (e.g.,
Bulgaria and Romania), Kitschelt finds the
political space is divided into communist and
anti-communist authoritarians, the economic,
political, and cultural divisions reinforce each
other, and there is little room left for libertari-
ans. In ‘bureaucratic socialism’ (the Czech part
of Czechoslovakia, East Germany), early indus-
trialization, secularization, and the strong work-
ing-class movement marginalized social
division over morality and left distributive
issues as the only source of division.

The dimension of authoritarianism–
libertarianism is really consequential for party
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competition only in ‘national-accommodative’
regimes (Hungary, Poland, perhaps Croatia,
Slovakia, Slovenia). In these countries the early
reforms lessened the sharp economic differ-
ences. Parties looking for ways of differentiat-
ing themselves turn therefore to moral-cultural
appeals involving issues such as nationalism,
traditionalism, clericalism, anti-Westernism.
Early industrialization and secularization did
not crowd these issues off the agenda, and the
fast collapse of state socialist political structure
made the exclusive focus on anti-communism
less plausible (Kitschelt, 2001: 312).

While it is difficult to prove the causal
elements of the theory (e.g., that the relevance
of a cultural issue is a function of the lack of
differentiation on economic issues), the central
role of cultural tensions is indeed a remarkable
feature of the respective countries. Ideological
competition typically produces three poles:
the populist and libertarian socialists (post-
communists) are pitted against pro-market
libertarians and traditionalist Christian nation-
alists who are inclined to limit the market. 

Most scholars (Berglund et al., 2004: 605;
Kitschelt et al., 1999; Kitschelt, 2001: 312) regard
the regime divide (anti-communism) as transi-
tory, particularly in the national-accommodative
countries. The logic behind this expectation is
compelling, and yet a number of cases (e.g.,
Poland, Hungary, Bulgaria) seem to contradict
it. In these countries anti-communism is one of
the most important markers of right-wing
identity and this issue has resurfaced in each
electoral campaign since 1990.

Given the different trajectories, different pat-
terns of competition can be found within close
geographic proximity. In the Czech Republic,
for example, one finds a unidimensional oppo-
sition between left and right, where the two
poles are defined in economic terms. In Slovakia
left–right terminology is much less useful in
interpreting the alliance structure. Meciar’s
opposition includes Christian democrats, liber-
als, and social democrats, while among Meciar’s
supporters one finds nationalists and radical
leftists alike. Authoritarianism seems to be a
better label for the major divide (Krause, 2000).
Until the 2004 European Parliament election
Poland had been characterized by a well-
entrenched logic of left–right alternation but a
fluid right spectrum. In the party systems that
belong to the Polish pattern, the real stake in
party system formation is who dominates the
right (Sitter, 2002: 447). A major source of insta-
bility in countries such as Romania, Poland, and
Lithuania is that the repeated attempts at coor-
dinating the right have failed. The decline in

Hungarian volatility, on the other hand, is
largely due to the consolidation of Fidesz’s
reign over the right.

In those countries where a bipolar structure
is discernible, the two poles are formed by
socialist, social democratic and Christian conser-
vative parties, similarly to the West. However,
the bipolar pattern does not seem to be more
resistant to change than other configurations.
In Bulgaria, for example, a centrist movement
could break through in spite of the earlier bipo-
lar structure.

PARTY AND SOCIETY

The scope of support for the party systems is
reflected in the level of turnout, strength of
party identification, stability of voting pat-
terns, level of party membership, and the atti-
tudes of the citizens toward the party system.
As indicated above, post-communist politics
has a poor record on these dimensions, and
this is from where the supporters of the imma-
turity thesis take most of their examples.

The distrust of parties is particularly high
(Rose, 1995; Wyman et al., 1995), and it goes
together with a generally high level of dissatis-
faction with democracy. Disappointment,
rather than distrust, is indicated by the extra-
ordinarily high electoral volatility figures
(Tóka, 1998; Bielasiak, 2002). In Russia, around
half of the electorate identifies with none of the
parties, and consequently aggregate volatility
was 51.4% in 1995 and 54.4% in 1999 (White,
2004). In some districts the option ‘against all’
is chosen by more people than any of the par-
ties (Rose et al., 2001). In Latvia, electoral
volatility reached 74.2% by the third election
(Kreuzer and Pettai, 2003: 84).

Turnout is typically low and somewhat
declining, although cross-national differences
are more remarkable than common trends. In
some countries, parties clearly lost their mobi-
lizational power as the party system crystal-
lized,3 while in others, they never had this
power.4 In a third group of countries, electoral
participation seems to be a function of the
degree of polarization.5

Most scholars suspect that behind the gener-
ally low level of popularity of party politics
stand the weak linkages between parties and
social groups. Post-communist politics is not
based on cleavages in the way Western European
politics was during the 20th century. This state
of affairs is attributed to the nature of parties
that emerged from elite debates concerning the
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institutional reforms and to the nature of
societies that lack well-crystallized group struc-
tures. The novelty of market-based institutions
may also hinder the development of economy-
based group identifications. A large part of the
literature regards the direct links between social
structures and party systems as the key ingredi-
ent for the stabilization of the latter. The anchor-
age of parties in pre-existing social categories
could speed up party system formation, and even
compensate for a well-developed civil society
(Evans and Whitefield, 1996).

Dissenters acknowledge that stable voting pat-
terns are beneficial but claim that such patterns
can occur in many ways, and not only through a
strong correlation between social structure and
vote. Tóka (1998) has demonstrated that pure
value voting is stronger in cementing party loy-
alties in East-Central Europe than cleavage vot-
ing. There is little reason, in fact, to treat the social
determination of party politics as a sign of demo-
cratic consolidation and party system maturity.
In the era of media politics, secularization and
individualization, tight group–party relations are
unlikely to develop.

Despite the relative absence of well-crystallized
social cleavages,6 sociodemographic factors do
shape electoral behavior. In particular, gender,
age, education, region, level of religiosity, income
and ethnicity have a strong influence on party
preferences (Miller et al., 2000; Tóka, 1996, 1998).
Ethnicity provides the most clear-cut cleavage
line in the region, particularly when coupled
with geographic concentration. Despite wide-
spread views to the contrary, ethnic parties play
a stabilizing role across the region.

Although observers regularly predict the
future ascendance of the class cleavage (Mateju
et al., 1999), up to now there have been few
signs of class becoming a decisive factor.
Successor parties typically attract lower-class
voters but they cannot be regarded as class par-
ties. The fear of the unknown on behalf of older
voters with non-convertible skills explains the
voter profile of these parties better than any
kind of working-class movement.

PARTY ORGANIZATION

Post-communist parties are typically dominated
by their leadership; the role of the members is
secondary. Scattered information on the topic
indicates that the trend towards centralization
continues. The level of party membership is low,
and membership fees contribute a small frag-
ment of the parties’ overall budget. Kopecký

(1995) attributes the neglect of members to the
following reasons: the finances of the parties are
based on other sources (mainly state transfers);
the leaders see members as challengers; and the
lack of preexisting party loyalties and the high
level of depoliticization make it difficult to
attract new members. Observers agree that
post-communist transition did not produce
mass parties. The labels applied vary, but the
bottom line is that most parties in the region
are known to have a shallow organizational
structure (see also Mair, 1997; Katz, 1996: 122;
Kopecký, 1995). Lewis (1996: 12) claims, ‘The
problem here is that the democratic post-
communist parties not only lack anything like
mass membership, they are also devoid of any
developed organization or structure.’ Some of
the successor parties are recognized as excep-
tions: they rely more heavily on fees and have
typically a more intensive internal life.

Researchers are likely to detect a higher level
of organizational development if they focus
less on members and more on organizational
complexity. In terms of the degree of division
of labor, the party’s autonomy vis-à-vis its envi-
ronment, the existence of branch offices
around the country, elaborate party hierarchy
and permanent and professional staff, the par-
ties of the region score relatively well. They
typically have a structure that is modeled after
mass parties: they have registered members,
national congresses, branches, local offices,
constitutions, full-time staff, etc. (Katz, 1996:
122; van Biezen, 2003). Decision-making is cen-
tralized and bureaucratized, the parties’ repre-
sentatives are under the control of the parties’
elected leadership, and the established parties
can rely on a regular flow of contributions.

Given that the parties are often internally cre-
ated and are particularly sensitive to electoral
results, the party in public office was expected
to dominate the extra-parliamentary arm of par-
ties. But, as van Biezen (2003) showed recently,
the party in central office in fact has the upper
hand in East-Central Europe.7 Most parties con-
strain the freedom of their parliamentary fac-
tion, the members of parliament regard the
extra-parliamentary leadership as more influen-
tial and the central office receives significantly
more money than the parliamentary faction.

THE INSTITUTIONAL ENVIRONMENT
OF PARTIES

Institutions deserve attention as indicators of
the weight of parties within the political
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system, showing their success in establishing
an environment favorable to themselves. The
analysis of institutions seems to strengthen the
position of those who attribute a central role to
parties in post-communist politics.

When it came to a choice between large
versus small district magnitude, parliamentar-
ianism versus presidentialism, and unicamer-
alism versus bicameralism, the majority of
the post-communist states opted for the former
alternatives. These institutions allow for pro-
grammatic cohesion and provide a party-
friendly environment. The central role of
parliaments in democratization has con-
tributed to the dominance of parties over inter-
est groups. The recent shift of power to the
executive branch and the ‘fast-track legislative
procedure’ due to the EU accession weakened
the parliaments in East-Central Europe, but the
leverage of the parties vis-à-vis individual leg-
islators was increased by the growing practice
of detailed coalition agreements (Kopecký,
2003: 138, 148).

The dynamic analysis of the institutional
reforms provides further evidence for the suc-
cess of the established parties. Throughout the
region, rules have been introduced to erect bar-
riers against newcomers, halting the prolifera-
tion of parties. The thresholds for registration
and for the entry into the electoral arena were
raised, sometimes drastically. These new rules
are aimed at preventing organizations other
than nationally organized parties from access-
ing the parliament. Another group of recently
introduced rules punishes the splitting of par-
liamentary groups by making it more difficult
for the members of parliament to change group
membership and by increasing the threshold
for the establishment of parliamentary groups.

The rules of party finance are interpreted by
most political scientists as further signs of the
power of the established parties. Most post-
communist states finance – in one way or
another – their parties. The share of state
money in a party’s budget can be very high,
reaching 70–80%. Scholars have been eager to
point out that state finance endangers the links
of parties to civil society, produces rent-
seeking, and disadvantages parties that are
too small to receive it. Probably the most
frequently made criticism is that public money
removes a key incentive for building party–
society linkages (van Biezen, 2003: 41). Much
less is written on the classical benefits of this
institution, such as fair competition and relative
transparency.

State finance, together with a number of other
factors such as the relatively high electoral

thresholds, the decisive role of parties in
governing, their focus on the state instead of
members, and the weakness of other social
actors seem to make the ‘cartel party’ model
applicable in the post-communist context (Ágh,
1998b: 109; Katz, 1996: 122; Sikk, 2003; Klima,
1998: 85). Critics of this thesis typically point at
the lack of a ‘fixed menu’ of parties (Lewis,
1996: 12–14; Szczerbiak, 2001). But the concept
of cartel is probably misleading even in those
countries where new parties rarely manage to
enter the parliament, since post-communist
party systems are polarized, the stakes are high
and coalition-making is constrained.8

Even if one would concentrate on the most
often analyzed indicator of cartel party, that
is, state finance, it must be acknowledged that
state support may increase the parties’ auton-
omy. By being granted a fixed portion of the
state budget, parties can more freely shape
their policies than if they were dependent on
wealthy businessmen, corporations, or lobby
groups. As van Biezen and Kopecký (2001)
noted, actual state dependence may be exactly
a result of illicit private financing, since that
requires the parties to pay their sponsors with
governmental spoils. A related concern, that
state finance privileges large parties and
freezes the party system, is equally exagger-
ated. In Estonia, for example, the increased
reliance on public money was followed by the
astonishing success of a new party and by
increased volatility. The threshold for finance
is typically somewhat lower than the electoral
threshold, and in this sense it helps minor
parties to stay competitive, although the prin-
ciple of linking state finance to electoral
results benefits, of course, the established
parties.

The picture of state-dependent parties
(Szczerbiak, 2001; Lewis, 2001; Katz, 1996; van
Biezen, 2003) is heavily based on the examples
of the Czech Republic and Hungary. The
picture requires considerable qualification if
one looks at the whole universe of Eastern
European or post-communist party systems.
Ukraine, Belarus, Latvia, and Moldova do not
provide state support; Russia and Romania
give only small amounts (Ikstens et al., 2001).
In Russia only 1.5% of the election-related
income of the parties came from the state in
1999, not counting, of course, the privileged
access of certain parties to national mass media
and to the so-called administrative resources
such as transport, offices, and publications
(White, 2004). In other countries (e.g., Lithuania
and Estonia) direct state finance was introduced
only recently.
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CONCLUSIONS

Post-communist party politics served political
science with a number of lessons. Instead of
summarizing the overview given above, let me
provide in conclusion a short and subjective
list of some of these suggestions:

1. Political scientists should pay more atten-
tion to the forms of cooperation between
parties.

2. The non-structural party politics recently
observed in developed democracies is not a
parochial phenomenon; it is the dominant
form of 21st-century politics.

3. Concepts such as that of the cartel party
should be applied in their entire complexity
in comparative research and not narrowed
down to some of their easily measurable
indicators like state finance.

4. More work is necessary on both East and
West that uses a ‘double-blind’ approach,
because at the moment stereotypes about
the regions bias the interpretation of the
data. It is hardly acceptable, for example, to
regard individualistic party choice as a
mature form of electoral behavior when it is
observed in the West, but as a sign of imma-
turity if it comes from the East.

5. The research agenda of the coming years
should include the systematic documenta-
tion of organizational developments, and
theory-building should be based more
directly on cross-national data sets.

Perhaps the most general conclusion that
one can draw from the post-communist experi-
ence hitherto is that democratic politics by and
large equals party politics. Whether this is an
optimistic or pessimistic conclusion is left to
the reader.

NOTES

1 Estonia stands out as the most obvious exception.
2 Kitschelt predicted that the parties far from the

main dominant competitive dimension would
not be able to attract many voters. The success of
social democratic parties (some of them reformed
successor parties) contradicted this early predic-
tion, as did the appearance of economically right-
wing and relatively nationalist authoritarian
parties.

3 In the Czech Republic (Jasiewicz, 2003: 197)
turnout was 98% in 1990, but only 58% in 2002.

4 In Poland turnout at the parliamentary elections
varied between 43% and 52% (Markowski and
Tucker, 2003).

5 In Hungary the second round of 2002 elections
produced the most direct confrontation and the
largest turnout (73%) thus far.

6 Körösényi (1999: 63) proposed that integration
into the ancien régime’s political class should be
treated as a structural factor. Given that in a
number of countries the vote of the communist
nomenklatura is concentrated on one party, this
innovation would show the level of social deter-
minance to be significantly higher.

7 Note that the high degree of fusion between the
two ‘faces’ creates serious problems for this type
of analysis.

8 The fact that parties are so much focused on their
electoral activity (van Biezen, 2003; Lewis, 2001;
van Biezen and Kopecký, 2001) should probably
also be interpreted as an indicator of their com-
petitiveness and vulnerability, and not of their
remoteness from civil society.
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As they do with all sources of social cleavages,
political actors activate ethnicity strategically
for group organization, interest definition, and
collective action to advance political goals. In
democratic elections, ethnicity serves as an
important source of strategic coordination over
votes and seats (Mozaffar et al., 2003). Political
parties rely on ethnicity for mobilizing electoral
support, especially when they are organization-
ally and programmatically weak, as they are in
many African countries (van de Walle, 2003;
van de Walle and Butler, 1999). But the strategic
relationship of party and ethnicity is contingent
on variations in the politicization of ethnicity
and in the resulting morphology and associated
demography of emergent ethnopolitical groups
(politicized ethnic groups) reflected in two
dimensions of ethnopolitical cleavages, frag-
mentation and concentration.

The central argument of this chapter is that
the relationship between party and ethnicity is
a strategic and contingent relationship. The
chapter elaborates this argument by (a) con-
trasting its central premises with the flawed
central premises of conventional accounts of
the party–ethnicity relationship, (b) clarifying
how ethnicity and ethnopolitical groups and
cleavages defined by it serve as sources of
strategic coordination over political outcomes,
(c) describing a new data set on African
ethnopolitical groups and cleavages, and
(d) examining the contingent relationship
between two dimensions of ethnopolitical
cleavages – fragmentation and concentration –
and the number of parties winning votes and
seats in national legislative elections and the

number of parties competing in presidential
elections in Africa’s emerging democracies.

THE CONVENTIONAL ACCOUNT
OF THE PARTY–ETHNICITY

RELATIONSHIP

Conventional accounts, whether based on ratio-
nal choice (Rabushka and Shepsle, 1972) or
social-psychological (Horowitz, 1985) assump-
tions,1 view the party–ethnicity relationship as a
reflexive isomorphic relationship in which each
ethnic group represents a cleavage, is totally
separate from others, is unified by the homoge-
neous preferences of its members, and is also
sufficiently large enough to support a party by
itself. Thus, ceteris paribus, large numbers of
ethnic groups and cleavages exemplifying high
social fragmentation increase, and small num-
bers of groups and cleavages exemplifying low
social fragmentation reduce, the number of par-
ties competing for votes and winning seats in
democratic elections. Conventional accounts
also view ethnicity as preempting other bases of
interest definition and group organization and
thus as the only dimension along which politi-
cal parties can mobilize in democratic elections.
And since conventional accounts view ethnic
interests as intrinsically antagonistic, elections
become a zero-sum game, engendering a spiral
of ethnic outbidding that seriously threatens
democratic stability.

Conventional accounts, however, differ on
the degree of threat posed by ethnic pluralism
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and ethnic parties to democratic stability. One
view is that ethnic pluralism is inherently
incompatible with democracy (Rabushka and
Shepsle, 1972). The other view focuses on a
variety of institutional mechanisms (e.g. conso-
ciationalism, power-sharing, proportional rep-
resentation, affirmative action, federalism) to
mitigate, if not entirely eliminate, the threat
(Horowitz, 1985, 1991, 1993; Lijphart, 1977; Reilly,
2001). All accounts, however, proceed from
three primordialist premises: (1) that the objec-
tive presence of ethnic markers (language,
religion, tribe, caste, etc.) is prima-facie evidence
of their political salience; (2) that these markers
endow individuals and groups defined by them
with single, immutable ethnic identities; and (3)
that ethnic groups are corporate units with
unproblematic solidarity as the source of cohe-
sive voting in democratic elections.

All three premises are fundamentally flawed.
The first two are invalidated by the accumulated
findings of over three decades of comparative
scholarship that attest to the multiplicity of
ascribed identities, to the situational and instru-
mental malleability of ethnic identities, and to
their construction and redefinition in the course
of social, economic and especially political inter-
actions (Chandra, 2001; Laitin, 1998).2 The third
denies the presence of both inter-group and
intra-group cleavages, which leads to the incor-
rect conflation of deeply divided societies com-
prised of two internally cohesive and implacably
antagonistic groups with multiethnic societies
comprised of large numbers of often internally
divided groups, none with sufficient numerical
advantage for exclusive political domination
(Mozaffar, 2001).3 This assumption is especially
problematic because it treats ethnic cleavages as
sui generis, engendering a simplistic emphasis on
reflexive ethnic outbidding as the dominant
electoral strategy, which, if feasible at all, is most
likely when group morphology results in a
deeply divided society. The juxtaposition of
inter-group and intra-group cleavages increases
the cost of forging and maintaining group cohe-
sion and of sustained electoral mobilization, but
precisely because of this increased cost it also
facilitates the formation of strategic intra-group
and inter-group coalitions.

In sharp contrast to the primordialist
premises of conventional accounts, the analy-
sis presented in this chapter is premised on a
constructivist conception of ethnicity that per-
mits the treatment of ethnicity and ethnic iden-
tities defined by it as strategic resources that
are contingently activated in politics, and helps
to account for the strategic and contingent
nature of the party–ethnicity relationship.

A constructivist conception of ethnicity, in
other words, enables an analytically nuanced
explication and politically mediated under-
standing of how ethnicity and party are related
in modern democracies.

ETHNICITY, PARTY AND STRATEGIC
COORDINATION4

In Africa’s emerging democracies, the inherent
uncertainty of electoral competition and the
institutional legacies of colonial and post-
colonial governance combine to underscore the
salience of ethnicity as a source of strategic coor-
dination over political outcomes and the heavy
reliance of organizationally and programmati-
cally weak political parties on it as a cost-
effective instrument of electoral mobilization.
The inherent uncertainty of electoral competition
is heightened in emerging democracies because
political actors possess incomplete information
about the incentives and outcomes of new elec-
toral institutions.5 Ethnopolitical groups and
cleavages help to overcome this information
deficit. Ethnopolitical groups do so because the
ascriptive ethnic markers that define their iden-
tities, and distinguish them from other similarly
constituted groups, embody information that is
strategically (not reflexively) activated to define
group interests and reduce the cost of collective
political action in response to the institutional
incentives that structure the competition for
power and resources. In Africa, colonial institu-
tions established the initial institutional incen-
tives for constructing and politicizing ethnic
groups and identities, while varied postcolonial
regimes reinforced the incentives for sustaining
and occasionally redefining these groups and
identities.

How ethnopolitical groups facilitate, and
political parties organize, strategic coordination
among voters and candidates over votes and
seats depends largely on patterns of ethnopolit-
ical fragmentation and concentration. However,
the nature of constructed ethnopolitical groups
and the resulting cleavages in Africa reveal a
complex group morphology that seriously
militates against the reflexive isomorphic rela-
tionship between ethnopolitical cleavages and
political parties described in conventional
accounts. Specifically, African ethnopolitical
demography features politically salient differ-
ences within as well as among groups. The
resulting high ethnopolitical fragmentation,
ceteris paribus, either produces such a high
degree of vote dispersion among large numbers
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of small parties that most are unlikely to secure
enough votes to win seats, or produces small
numbers of large multiethnic parties by encour-
aging them to campaign for votes across both
inter-group and intra-group cleavages. Either
way, high ethnopolitical fragmentation is likely
to reduce the number of parties, especially the
number of parties winning seats.

African ethnopolitical groups, however, also
exhibit the highest levels of geographic con-
centration in the world (Gurr, 1993) Such con-
centrations, especially when they exist ‘in
above-plurality proportions in particular con-
stituencies and geographical pockets’ (Sartori,
1994: 40), help to counteract the reductive
effect of ethnopolitical fragmentation on the
number of parties. Geographic concentration
also helps to solve the collective action
problem associated with the dispersion of
ethnopolitical groups. Geographic concentration
by itself, however, is unlikely to overcome the
reductive effect of high fragmentation due to the
presence of large numbers of small ethnopolitical
groups. Countries with low fragmentation,
moreover, feature a small number of large
ethnopolitical groups that are also likely to
have dispersed populations and, therefore, do
not need concentrated voters to sustain a small
number of parties. These variations in the con-
figurations of ethnopolitical cleavages suggest
the likelihood of an interactive effect of ethno-
political fragmentation and concentration on
the number of parties able to win votes and
seats, and especially on the number of parties
that are competitive in presidential elections.

The relationship between party and ethnicity
takes on heightened significance in presidential
elections in Africa, where all new democracies,
except Lesotho and South Africa, have adopted
presidential systems. Presidential elections in
African countries are important for three rea-
sons. First, because the presidency is the top
prize in the political game, presidential elec-
tions attract a large number of candidates, few
of whom have any realistic chance of winning.
Characteristic problems of post-authoritarian
democracies, such as limited experience with
competitive elections, information deficit about
the extent of electoral support, plus personal
ambition, prevent opposition candidates from
coordinating on a single candidate to oppose
incumbents armed with the standard advan-
tages of incumbency. Second, an important
strategic reason for the entry of large numbers
of contenders in presidential elections is that
African presidents possess substantial resources
for patronage. Presidential contenders with
weak winning potential often expect to

demonstrate sufficient electoral support to
bargain entry into post-election coalitions and
secure state resources for their constituencies in
return for political support for the winners.
Third, for leading presidential candidates the
electoral base and bargaining resources pos-
sessed by weaker candidates are also strategi-
cally important because of the salience of
ethnopolitical groups for electoral support. Just
as it constrains political parties in legislative
elections, the combination of ethnopolitical
fragmentation and concentration may also con-
strain leading presidential candidates from
securing outright electoral majorities. And
since the weaker candidates often control small
but cohesive blocks of votes, leading presiden-
tial contenders have strong incentives to form
minimum winning coalitions with them to
ensure an electoral victory and a governing
majority. As in legislative elections, the extent to
which strong and weak presidential contenders
are able to negotiate minimum winning coali-
tions will depend, among other things, on
patterns of ethnopolitical fragmentation and
concentration.

SPECIFYING CONSTRUCTED
ETHNOPOLITICAL GROUPS AND

CLEAVAGES

The data analysis presented in the next section
draws on a new data set premised on con-
structivist logic, that is, it classifies only
ethnopolitical groups (politically constructed
ethnic groups) and measures two dimensions
of cleavages among them – fragmentation and
concentration. It also resolves the problem of
endogeneity inherent in analyzing the relation-
ship between party and ethnopolitical groups,
because parties may be the source of politiciza-
tion of ethnic groups. Due to space limitations,
the following discussion is very brief.6

Constructivist logic turns on the notion that
individuals have multiple ethnic identities that
are constructed in the course of social, eco-
nomic, and political interactions. Intrinsic to
this logic are three specific processes that moti-
vate the criteria for specifying ethnopolitical
groups and cleavages: construction, politiciza-
tion, and particization. An ethnic group is con-
structed when individuals in culturally plural
societies self-consciously choose one or more
objective ethnic markers to distinguish in-
groups from out-groups. In Africa, as elsewhere,
the individuals’ choice of ethnic markers and the
consequent size of constructed ethnic groups
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are constrained by the variety, complexity, and
prior use of such markers, the associated cost
of forming new groups and sustaining group
solidarity, and colonial and post-colonial insti-
tutions of governance. Because of this process of
constrained construction, African countries
feature a distinctive ethnic group morphol-
ogy with three defining features that are
reflected in the structure of constructed eth-
nopolitical groups and that shape the pattern
of their political interactions: (1) marked differ-
ences in group size, such that virtually no
major ethnopolitical group comprises an out-
right majority in a country, although some
comprise a large plurality; (2) considerable
variety and complexity in ethnic markers, such
that, even as they produce politically salient
inter-ethnic differences, they also produce
politically salient intra-group heterogeneity
but limited cultural differences among large
agglomerations of such groups; and (3) the ter-
ritorial concentration of some ethnic groups
that facilitates their construction as large and
cohesive units for collective political action.
These three features combine with the accom-
modation by post-colonial regimes of instru-
mental (‘pork barrel’) ethnopolitical demands
to foster communal contention as the typical pat-
tern of political interactions in which ethnopo-
litical groups serve as a cost-effective strategic
resource for organizing political competition
for power and resources. Communal con-
tention, however, underscores the high start-
up cost of new group formation and the high
maintenance cost of group solidarity, thus dis-
couraging political entrepreneurs from exag-
gerating cultural differences among groups
and encouraging them instead to maintain
strong group identities, including some
coexisting subgroup identities, that are strate-
gically sustained by their ability to access
the state and secure valued goods and services
for their followers (Laitin, 1986; Mozaffar
and Scarritt, 1999: 239–42; Mozaffar et al.,
2003; Posner, 2003; Rothchild, 1997; Vail, 1991).

Like all social cleavages, however, not all
constructed ethnic cleavages become politi-
cized, and even fewer become ‘particized, that
is, made into important lines of partisan divi-
sion’ (Cox, 1997: 26; original emphasis). This
crucial distinction between particization and
other forms of politicization of ethnic cleav-
ages helps to solve the problem of endogeneity
in analyzing the relationship between political
parties and constructed ethnopolitical groups
and cleavages. The constructivist processes
sketched above motivate five criteria for
specifying ethnopolitical groups and cleavages.

The first, which derives from the distinction
among the construction, politicization, and par-
ticization of ethnic groups and helps to avoid
the endogeneity problem noted above, involves
specifying only those groups that have demon-
strated their actual political relevance or high
potential political relevance based on past rele-
vance, apart from or prior to particization. The
decision rule established the incidence of at
least one of the following several forms of long-
standing politicization other than particization
as a necessary and sufficient indicator of the
construction of ethnopolitical groups: (a) orga-
nized group mobilization unrelated to party
formation (primarily in ethnic associations or
cliques of leaders within the same party, the
bureaucracy, or the military); (b) articulation of
grievances by leaders claiming to speak for a
group rather than a party; (c) participation in
collective action or (violent or non-violent)
conflict with other groups or the state and
being subjected to state violence; (d) encapsu-
lation within or domination of an officially
designated administrative unit; (e) occupying
a disproportionate number of high positions
in the bureaucracy or the military; and
(f) controlling disproportionate socioeconomic
resources.

The second criterion involved specifying all
ethnopolitical groups, even at the risk of being
overly inclusive. Thus the decision rule delib-
erately defined forms of non-party politicization
broadly. Furthermore, the extensive secondary
Africanist literature in history, anthropology,
sociology, and political science was used to
assess the demonstrated and potential political
relevance of a wide range of ethnic groups
to arrive at the list of ethnopolitical groups
included in the data set.

The third criterion involved specifying
ethnopolitical groups at three levels of
inclusiveness in order to capture all cleavages
that could influence the electoral mobiliza-
tion efforts of political parties, including
national dichotomous cleavages between
top-level groups (which are found in 12 coun-
tries), as well as a variety of more complex
multiethnic ones usually involving both
middle-level groups (within or independent
of top-level groups) and lower-level groups
within them.

The fourth criterion involved specifying the
geographic concentration of ethnopolitical
groups and subgroups. As noted above, terri-
torial concentration facilitates ethnopolitical
group construction by furnishing a critical
mass of individuals with similar interests
based on common location, thus reducing the
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start-up cost of group formation and the
maintenance cost of group solidarity.

The final criterion concerned establishing the
time frame for specifying the cleavages. Thus,
to be included in the data set, ethnic groups at
all levels of inclusiveness must have been
politicized at least 10 years prior to the first
election analyzed in each country, which
helped to avoid the problem of endogeneity,
and the most recent evidence of their politiciza-
tion must be no more than 20 years prior to this
election, which helped to establish their contin-
ued, and potential for future, politicization.

DATA ANALYSIS

This section presents two sets of data analysis.7
The first examines the relationship between
ethnopolitical cleavages and the number of par-
ties in legislative elections by focusing on the
effects of ethnopolitical fragmentation and con-
centration on the average effective number of
electoral parties (ENEP), the average number of
legislative parties (ENLP), and average relative
reduction of parties between votes and seats (R)8.
This analysis is based on the results of 60 elections
to the lower chamber of national legislatures in 28
countries that made the transition to democracy
from 1980. Table 20.1 reports the results.

The combination of high ethnopolitical frag-
mentation and high concentration produces
the expected increase in the number of parties
that are able to win votes and seats, as the results
in the top left-hand quadrant of Table 20.1
reflect (ENEP = 4.67, ENLP = 3.29). The results
in the bottom right-hand quadrant reflect
the expected reductive effect of low frag-
mentation combined with low concentration

(ENEP = 2.72, ENLP = 1.79). In these low frag-
mentation–low concentration countries, a large
number of parties, usually associated with fac-
tional conflicts among ethnopolitical elites,
enter the race, dispersing the small pool of
votes among them. Thus the low ENLP value
is reinforced by the high value of R = 0.32. The
results (ENEP = 2.62, ENLP = 2.09) in the
bottom left-hand quadrant show that, in coun-
tries with low ethnopolitical fragmentation,
territorial concentration tends to reinforce the
support base of the small number of ethnopo-
litical groups, which typically do not feature
politically salient intra-group cleavages, as in
Mozambique and the Republic of Congo.
Where such cleavages do exist, territorial con-
centration helps to overcome them and mobi-
lize support for a small number of political
parties, as in Ghana and Sierra Leone.

Finally, the results in the top right-hand quad-
rant show that high ethnopolitical fragmentation
in the absence of concentration produces the
expected reductive effect on the number of
parties able to win votes and seats (ENEP = 2.17,
ENLP = 1.80). Here, the key mechanism that links
fragmented groups to political parties is not only
the combination of inter-group and intra-group
coalitions but also the availability of multiple
ethnic markers for mobilizing electoral support.
South Africa is the notable example. There,
ethnopolitical groups are highly fragmented due
to substantial divisions among the nine groups
that comprise the majority African population
as well as among the English-speakers and the
Afrikaners that comprise the white population.
They are also spatially dispersed. However, the
continued strategic importance of race as a cost-
effective basis of electoral mobilization dimin-
ishes the political significance of intra-group
cleavages among African voters, while white
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Table 20.1 Average effective numbers of electoral and legislative parties, and average relative
reduction of parties, classified by ethnopolitical fragmentation and ethnopolitical concentration 
Ethnopolitical cleavage patterns High concentration Low concentration
High fragmentation ENEP = 4.67 ENEP = 2.17

ENLP = 3.29 ENLP = 1.80
R = 0.22 R = 0.16 
N = 16(7) N = 13(5)

Low fragmentation ENEP = 2.62 ENEP = 2.72
ENLP = 2.09 ENLP = 1.79
R = 0.21 R = 0.32 
N = 21(10) N = 10 (6)

Note: ENEP = effective number of electoral parties, ENLP = effective number of legislative parties. R = relative
reduction of parties. N = number of elections (number of countries in parenthesis).
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voters typically tend to divide their votes among
several smaller parties. As a result, the average
ENEP and ENLP values in South Africa over
two elections are 2.2 and 2.2, respectively.9

A notable aspect of the results in Table 20.1 is
the high values of R, which measures the rela-
tive reduction of parties that obtains after votes
are converted into seats. Characteristic infor-
mation deficit about electoral support and
associated problems of strategic coordination
in competitive elections do not limit the entry
of large numbers of political parties in early
elections in new democracies. Sources of
uncertainty become sources of strategic oppor-
tunity in new democracies. But since few of
these parties have any reasonable chance of
winning even the minimum number of votes
to win one seat, most end up garnering a
miniscule percentage of votes, leading to the
high R values. The slightly lower value of R
(0.16) for elections in countries with high frag-
mentation and low concentration reflects the
effects of the combination of inter-group and
intra-group coalitions that help to reduce the
number of parties able to win votes and seats
to a minimum.

The second set of data analysis focuses on
the relationship between ethnopolitical cleav-
ages and the number of political parties run-
ning candidates in presidential elections.10

Table 20.2 reports the results, which show the
values for the effective number of presidential
parties (ENPP) and the winning candidate’s
margin of victory.11 The analysis is based on the
results of 62 elections in 30 countries, and uti-
lizes the final results in plurality systems and
first-round results in two-round majority run-
off systems.

As with legislative elections, the combina-
tion of high ethnopolitical fragmentation and
concentration increases the average effective
number of presidential parties (ENPP = 3.00).
This combination of ethnopolitical cleavages
also tends to produce the most competitive
presidential elections, as reflected in the

winning candidates’ average vote margin of
51.52%. All other combinations of ethnopoliti-
cal cleavages reduce both the average effective
number of presidential parties and the level of
competition. However, while the average effec-
tive number of presidential parties remains
virtually the same across all these three combi-
nations, the combination of high ethnopolitical
concentration and low ethnopolitical fragmen-
tation produces slightly more competitive
presidential elections, indicating, again, the
favorable effect of territorial concentration on
mitigating the effects of fragmentation.

In both legislative and presidential elections,
then, the spatial concentration of ethnopolitical
groups helps to offset the reductive effect of
ethnopolitical fragmentation on the number of
political parties. It also helps to offset the
reductive effect of low district magnitude. For
example, in Kenya, which has the third highest
fragmentation score in the data set utilized
here, even a moderate level of ethnopolitical
concentration offsets the constraining effect of
the plurality formula in single-member dis-
tricts and increases the values for both ENEP
(4.0) and ENLP (3.0). And in Malawi, which
also uses the plurality formula in single-
member districts, high ethnopolitical concen-
tration combines with a moderate degree of
fragmentation to produce virtually identical
ENEP (2.8) and ENLP (2.7) values.

As argued above, ethnopolitical fragmenta-
tion associated with the complex group mor-
phology of African ethnopolitical groups
increases the transaction cost of electoral mobi-
lization due to the combined presence of inter-
ethnic and intra-ethnic cleavages, especially if
such groups are also spatially dispersed. Spatial
concentration helps to reduce the transaction
costs of electoral mobilization as well as the
transaction costs of forging and sustaining
group solidarity. But what are the social and
theoretical mechanisms by which spatial con-
centration helps to reduce these transaction
costs? The scholarship on social movements
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Table 20.2 Effective number of presidential parties, and winner’s vote percentage, classified by
ethnopolitical fragmentation and ethnopolitical concentration
Ethnopolitical cleavage patterns High concentration Low concentration
High fragmentation ENPP = 3.00 ENPP = 2.36

Winner’s vote = 51.52% Winner’s vote = 66.51%
N = 16(7) N = 11(5)

Low fragmentation ENPP = 2.34 ENPP = 2.30
Winner’s vote = 59.95% Winner’s vote = 65.57%
N = 18(9) N = 17(9)

Note: ENPP = effective number of presidential parties. N = number of elections (number of countries in
parenthesis).
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(Tarrow, 1994) offers some insights. This
scholarship shows that unmediated communi-
cation of ideas, strategies, and resources is
crucial for reducing the collective action costs of
group cohesion. The effectiveness of such com-
munication derives from the face-to-face inter-
action in small groups that typically constitutes
the larger social movements as loosely linked
‘congeries of social networks’ (Tarrow, 1994: 22).
African ethnopolitical groups are not social
movements, but their morphologies are concep-
tually similar. The combinations of cleavages
among and within groups that typically charac-
terize African ethnopolitical groups diminish
the effectiveness of strategic face-to-face interac-
tion in forging groups that are sufficiently large
and cohesive to sustain political parties of their
own. Group concentration, however, helps to
overcome this constraint. The physical proxim-
ity engendered by group concentration facili-
tates the strategic face-to-face interaction of
small groups, which helps to solidify the other-
wise loose links among the subgroups. The
associated affinity of place that helps to define
the common interests of the emergent, spatially
anchored larger group in competitive elections
thus facilitates the strategic and contingent rela-
tionship of ethnopolitical cleavages to political
parties in legislative and presidential elections
in Africa’s emerging democracies.

CONCLUSION

In sharp contrast to the fundamentally flawed
primordialist premises and the reflexive one-
dimensional understanding of the party–
ethnicity relationship derived from them in
conventional accounts, this chapter has argued
for a conception that is grounded in construc-
tivist premises and stresses the strategic and
contingent nature of that relationship. This
conception avoids the widely-held pessimistic
view of an intrinsic antipathy between ethnic
diversity and democracy and enables a theo-
retically nuanced analysis and politically
mediated assessment of the conditions under
which the strategic and contingent relationship
between ethnopolitical cleavages and political
parties might or might not sustain viable
democracies. Extended analyses presented
elsewhere (Mozaffar, 2004; Mozaffar et al.,
2003) reinforce this conclusion as well as the
brief analysis presented in this chapter. These
extended analyses suggest that the strategic
and contingent effects of ethnopolitical frag-
mentation and concentration, independently
and interactively with each other and with

electoral institutions, lead to a remarkable
degree of stability in the number of political
parties that compete in legislative and presi-
dential elections in Africa’s emerging democ-
racies. This stability, which obtains even in the
face of a high degree of electoral volatility,
offers reasons for cautious optimism about the
prospects of democratic stability in the ethni-
cally plural countries of Africa (Mozaffar and
Scarritt, 2005).

NOTES

* I thank the National Science Foundation for
financial support of the larger project from which
materials for this chapter are drawn, and the
Boston University African Studies Center for
continued research support. The chapter was
written when I was a Visiting Research Associate
at the Democracy in Africa Research Unit
(DARU) of the Center for Social Science Research
(CSSR) at the University of Cape Town. I wish to
thank DARU Director Robert Mattes and the
CSSR for providing me with a hospitable work-
ing environment and generous support. I am
responsible for the chapter.

1. Rational choice assumptions stress the instru-
mentality of ethnicity in defining and pursuing
group political goals. Psychological assumptions
stress the psychic gratification – self-esteem and
belonging – individuals derive from ethnic group
membership. 

2. Lijphart (2001) has recently reassessed his initial
primordialist assumptions in light of construc-
tivist interpretations of ethnicity and politics. 

3. The use of the terms ‘deeply divided’ and ‘frag-
mented’ to refer to all ethnically diverse societies
manifests this widespread conflation in the com-
parative literature. Reilly (2001) is a recent example.
The term ‘multiethnic’ is used in this chapter as a
convenient designation for fragmented societies.

4. Portions of this section draw on Mozaffar et al.
(2003).

5. This information deficit diminishes, of course,
after several election cycles as political actors learn
to adjust to the mechanical and unintended conse-
quences of electoral institutions, often leading to
electoral system reform, as in Burkina Faso,
Lesotho and Senegal (Elklit, 2002; Mozaffar, 2004;
Mozaffar and Vengroff, 2001; Santiso and Loada,
2003). But administrative and especially political
costs often militate against such reforms, as in the
rejection by South Africa’s ruling African National
Congress of the recommendations of the electoral
reform commission to move from the current pure
proportional representation to a mixed-member
proportional system.
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6. The logic, method, and decision rules for
constructing the data set are spelled out in greater
detail in Mozaffar and Scarritt (2002), Mozaffar
et al. (2003: 382–3), and Scarritt and Mozaffar
(1999).

7. Cape Verde, Lesotho, São Tomé and Princípe,
and Seychelles, each of which has one ethnopo-
litical group, and Burundi and Comoros, both of
which have two undivided ethnopolitical
groups and are therefore deeply divided soci-
eties, are excluded from both analyses.

8. ENEP and ENLP are the widely used
Laakso–Taagepera indices that, respectively,
measure the number of parties winning votes
and the number of parties winning seats. See
Laakso and Taagepera (1979), which provides
the formula for calculating the two indices. R is
an index that measures the reduction in the
number of political parties that results from the
translation of votes into seats, and was devel-
oped by Taagepera and Shugart (1989), which
provides the formula for calculating the index.

9. These figures are especially significant because
South Africa has an average district magnitude of
40 seats and the highly proportional Droop quota
as the electoral formula, both of which should sub-
stantially increase the ENEP and ENLP values.

10. Independents are thus excluded from the analy-
sis. Since not too many independents run in
presidential elections, including them in the
analysis does not change the results.

11. The formula for ENPP is the same as ENEP and
ENLP, but using vote percentages of presiden-
tial candidates.
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INTRODUCTION

More than a century of scholarly attention to
political parties has resulted in a substantial
number of party models. Yet, so far all these
party typologies have not accumulated into a
more general theory on the genesis, develop-
ment and transformation of political parties.
This is caused primarily by the fact that most
of the party models are seriously biased. First,
most party models were developed in the con-
text of western Europe and the United States of
America, resulting in a limited ‘travelling
capacity’ of these conceptualizations (Sartori,
1984) even across the Atlantic (see Ware, this
volume). Secondly, most party models are very
uni-dimensional in their approach, oftentimes
focusing heavily or even exclusively on organi-
zational aspects. Duverger (1954: xv) even
argued that ‘present-day parties are distin-
guished far less by their programme or the
class of their members than by the nature of
their organization. A party is a community
with a particular structure. Modern parties are
characterized primarily by their anatomy’. An
anatomist, however, does his work by dissect-
ing corpses, while party observers usually
analyse political parties that are alive and kick-
ing or are even still in their infancy. The fact
that numerous scholars observed the same
political parties yet only focused on a specific
element at a particular stage in its develop-
ment has proliferated the number of party

models dramatically. Moreover, analysing
parties merely by their bodily structures neglects
one of the first observations, namely that a party
is ‘a body of men united, for promoting by
their joint endeavours the national interest,
upon some particular principle in which they
are all agreed’ (Burke, 1975: 113). Apparently
not only organizational structures guide the
behaviour of party members, but also some
principle, some common goal, perspective or
ideology. In addition, political parties perform
many functions: they form the link between
the state and civil society as they recruit and
select the elite, nominate candidates for public
office, form the executive or the (parliamentary)
opposition to the incumbent power-holders and
mobilize the people through political cam-
paigns. Clearly, all these aspects also have to be
included in party models and theories if we
want to understand what a political party is,
what it does and to what extent parties have
transformed over time.

It is problematic that, when multiple dimen-
sions have been used in modelling parties,
often the organizational dimension is privi-
leged over others and that additional aspects
included in these typologies of parties gener-
ally refer to widely varying and inconsistent
features (Gunther and Diamond, 2003). Another
consequence of the large number of party
models is the very low level of conceptual and
terminological clarity and precision. In addi-
tion, proposed typologies are often neither
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mutually exclusive nor totally exhaustive.
Furthermore, most of the proposed models of
party do not include clear empirical indicators
that would allow us to determine which par-
ties actually do fall into each of the categories
or when they have transformed into a different
type (see Krouwel, 1999, 2003). Thus, we lack
an effective way to classify different types of
parties and consensus over indicators to deter-
mine what types of party we are observing.

CLASSIFYING AND LINKING
PARTY MODELS

In the literature of political science basically
three methods of party classification have been
proposed and used. The first method is to
simply list the party types and enumerate the
major characteristics of each of the different
models. Katz and Mair (1995: 18), for example,
distinguish four party models (elite, mass,
catch-all and cartel party) and then list 13
aspects on which these types of party differ. As
a second method, some scholars identify ‘gen-
era’ of party types and subsequently chart all
the party types that have developed from each
genus. An example of this method is Seiler
(1984a, 1984b, 1993), who departs from
Duverger’s distinction between the internal
and external origin of parties and from these
two genera groups eight party types into their
respective lineages. Gunther and Diamond
(2003), to take another example, develop five
genera on the basis of which they classify 15
species of party. A third method of classifica-
tion is based on more abstract dimensions
along which parties differ. Wolinetz (2002:
161), for instance, uses the dimensions of vote-
seeking, policy-seeking and office-seeking to
position six party types in a triangular space
on the basis of their primary goal. Pomper
(1992) positions eight party types on three
dimensions (breadth of focus, goal orientation
and functional mode).

Although there is undoubtedly a certain
path-dependency in the development of politi-
cal parties, the genera method is too determin-
istic. Moreover, it is almost impossible to
develop indisputable and consistent genera
and there is no generally accepted method to
determine in what lineage the different party
models should be grouped. The deductive
method of positioning parties along abstract
dimensions is also problematic as no generally
accepted indicators for each of the dimensions
are currently available, so the position of each

party type along the various dimensions
becomes quite arbitrary.

Therefore I opt for the most parsimonious
and straightforward method of differentiating
parties on the basis of several crucial distin-
guishing characteristics. Not all party models
that have been proposed are totally unique.
Among the proposed models there is substan-
tial similarity and overlap, and numerous
party types that have been suggested are
merely reformulations of an already existing
model. On the basis of their similarities in
focus and crucial features I have clustered the
numerous party types into five basic species
(see Table 21.1). 

Many authors writing about the first modern
parties that emerged in the late 19th century
before the introduction of mass suffrage use
various concepts basically to refer to the same
phenomenon: loosely structured elite-centred
cadre parties led by prominent individuals,
organized in closed and local caucuses which
have minimal organization outside parliament.
Because of the significant overlap in character-
istics I have grouped all models that refer to
these first modern parties into the first cluster.

The second cluster comprises all models of
mass parties. Wolinetz (2002: 146) argues that
Panebianco’s mass bureacratic party is basi-
cally equivalent to Duverger’s mass party and
Neumann’s party of mass integration (see also
Gunther and Diamond, 2003: 179). The defin-
ing elements of this type to which numerous
authors refer are: the extra-parliamentary mass
mobilization of politically excluded social
groups on the basis of well-articulated organi-
zational structures and ideologies. 

The third species of party is the electoralist,
catch-all party type. Panebianco’s professional-
electoral party is basically a respecification of
Kirchheimer’s catch-all model (see Wolinetz,
2002: 146; Katz, 1996: 118; Gunther and
Diamond, 2003: 185), while the rational-
efficient party model proposed by Wright (1971)
basically describes the same phenomenon
(Katz, 1996: 118). Catch-all parties originate
from mass parties that have professionalized
their party organization and downgraded their
ideological profile in order to appeal to a wider
electorate than their original class or religious
social base.

A fourth species is the cartel party. The for-
mation of a so-called ‘state–party cartel’ was
described by Kirchheimer (1954b), long before
Lehmbruch (1974: 97), Lijphart (1968, 1974: 76),
or Katz and Mair (1995) proposed their later
versions of cartel democracy (see Krouwel,
2003). Basically this party type is characterized
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Table 21.1 Clusters of party models
Elite, caucus and cadre Catch-all, electoralist
parties Mass-parties parties Cartel parties Business-firm parties
Patronage and charismatic Mass party (Michels, Duverger, Catch-all parties Party-cartel Business-firm (Hopkin and
parties (Weber), parties of Beer), class-mass and (Kirchheimer), professional- (Kirchheimer), cartel- Paolucci), franchise
personage (Neumann), denominational mass parties electoral parties party (Katz and Mair) organizations (Carty),
caucus (Ostrogorski), parties (Kirchheimer), Weltanschauung (Panebianco), stratarchy parties of professional
of parliamentary origin and Glaubens party (Weber), (Eldersveld), rational- politicians (Beyme),
(Duverger), parties of parties of external origin, branch- efficient, professional entrepreneurial parties
individual representation based mass parties, cell-based machine model (Wright, (Krouwel)
(Neumann, Kirchheimer), devotee parties (Duverger), Schumpeter, Downs,
party of notables (Weber, parties of democratic or total Pomper), party machine
Neumann, Seiler), elite integration, party of principle (Seiler), multi-policy party
parties (Beyme), clientelistic (Neumann), amateur and party (Downs, Mintzel)
parties (Rueschemeyer et al.), democracy model (Wright),
modern cadre party (Koole), militants party (Seiler), mass-
local cadre party (Epstein); bureaucratic party (Panebianco),
governing caucus (Pomper) programmatic party (Neumann,

Wolinetz), fundamentalist parties
(Gunther and Diamond); cause
advocate party (Pomper)
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by a fusion of the party in public office with
several interest groups that form a political
cartel, which is mainly oriented towards the
maintenance of executive power. It is a profes-
sional organization that is largely dependent
on the state for its survival and has slowly
retreated from civil society, reducing its func-
tion mainly to governing.

The final cluster of party types that can be
distinguished is of quite recent origin. Business
firm types of party originate from the private
initiative of a political entrepreneur and have,
by and large, the structures of a commercial
company. The image of the party leader, com-
bined with some popular issues, is marketed
by a professional organization to an ever more
volatile electoral market. Table 21.1 provides
an overview of many of the party types sug-
gested in the literature, clustered into five
generic models of party.

As a second step, in an attempt at cumulative
theory-building, I will sequentially link the five
generic party models. The main reason for this
is that these five clusters of party models are
not isolated and unconnected species. As
Lipset and Rokkan (1967: 50) argued, most of
the party organizations are far older than the
majority of the electorates they represent. This
means that, at least in part, observers from dif-
ferent times have been observing and describ-
ing the same political parties in subsequent
stages of their development. Since most of
the models are derived from these empirical
observations of the same phenomena in dif-
ferent periods, linking them chronologically
also provides an historical overview of major
party characteristics culminating in a general
theory of party transformation over the last
century. 

Mass parties emerged as a result of the polit-
ical exclusion of large proportions of citizens
by the dominant elite and their cadre parties of
the proto-democracies of the late 19th and
early 20th centuries. Kirchheimer (1954b, 1966)
departed from Neumann’s concept of the mass
integration party and argued that, after the
political integration of their followers had been
successfully completed, these mass parties
were transforming into catch-all parties in the
late 1950s and early 1960s. Mass parties slowly
professionalized their organizations, moder-
ated their demands for social and political
transformation and began to appeal to voters
outside their original core electorate. As their
party programmes became increasingly inter-
changeable and cooperation between former
political enemies became the norm, rather than
the exception, a political cartel was formed that

became increasingly impenetrable for new
political actors and groups. Cartel parties
slowly monopolize the resources of the state
and create a legal environment that favours the
incumbent parties and discriminates against
new competitors. As a reaction to this exclu-
sion, political entrepreneurs who have no
access to the resources of the state use the
resources and strategies of the private sector,
particularly the commercial mass media, to
gain access to the electoral arena and executive
power. As this brief chronology shows, the five
models in sequence provide a tool to assess
party transformation over time.

In a similar vein, Katz and Mair (1995: 6)
framed the development of political parties as
a dialectical process, in which each new party
type generates a reaction that will lead to a
new party model and a further chain of reac-
tions. They identified different party models
within distinctive time periods on the basis of
the relationship between political parties, civil
society and the state (Katz and Mair, 1995:
12–18). Clearly, party transformation is an
ongoing evolutionary process in which parties
adapt to their particular social and political
context. This is also why the models of party
are sequentially interconnected: observers
build on existing models or reformulate an
earlier model when they perceive that these
models are no longer applicable to current
political parties. The main concern for a com-
prehensive theory of party transformation then
becomes to identify the specific characteristics
that make the models of parties mutually
exclusive. Below I propose a number of indica-
tors that can be used to differentiate the party
models from one another. 

THE ORGANIZATIONAL, ELECTORAL
AND IDEOLOGICAL DIMENSIONS

OF PARTY MODELS

Since existing typologies and models of political
parties usually have been developed in a specific
political and social context on the basis of a
limited number of observations, the models vary
substantially in their focus and level of sophisti-
cation. As argued above, most models focus on
organizational aspects; often the level of central-
ization or federalization is taken as the basic fea-
ture (Lenin, 1961; Michels, 1962; Eldersveld,
1964, 1982; Kitschelt, 1994), along with territorial
penetration and diffusion (Eliassen and
Svåsand, 1975). Organizational forms such as
the caucus (Ostrogorski, 1902), branch, cell,
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militia (Duverger, 1964), nucleus (Schlesinger,
1965, 1984) or cadre (Duverger, 1954; Koole,
1996) are also used to distinguish between party
types. Others have proposed to define parties on
the basis of the level of professionalization,
bureaucratization, institutionalization and ratio-
nal efficiency of the party organization (Wright,
1971; Downs, 1957; Panebianco, 1988) or their
collusion with the state (Kirchheimer, 1954b;
Katz and Mair, 1993, 1995). Party models also
refer to the main functions of the party organi-
zation, for example the selection of candidates
(Bryce, 1929; Schumpeter, 1942) or their repre-
sentational and integrational functions. An
example of the latter is the distinction between
‘parties of individual representation’, ‘parties of
democratic integration’ and ‘parties of total inte-
gration’ (Neumann, 1956). Duverger’s famous
distinction between the internal and external
origin of parties also needs to be included in this
enumeration of possible organizational classifi-
cation schemes.

Some models include sociological or electoral
characteristics such as the representation of social
groups in terms of class, religion or ethnicity
(Duverger, 1954; Kirchheimer, 1954b). Party
models such as mass parties, elite parties and
amateur parties (Wright, 1971) are classified by
the class nature of their membership, the most
active or dominant social group within the
party, the level of rank-and-file participation or
the type of leadership (Weber, 1925; Neumann,
1956; Kirchheimer, 1954a, 1966; Wildavsky, 1959).
Other party models, such as catch-all parties or
ethnic parties, are typified by the width of their
electoral appeal (Kirchheimer, 1966).

Concerning party classifications on the basis of
ideology, Weber’s typology of Weltanschauungs- or
Glaubensparteien is often cited (Weber, 1925),
while political scientists also frequently use
ideological labels for parties such as right-wing,
left-wing, extremist, protest, populist or funda-
mentalist. In grouping parties cross-nationally
into party families, generally ideological labels
such as conservative, liberal, Christian democra-
tic, social democratic, socialist, communist,
Green or environmental are used. Combining
ideology with sociological aspects has resulted in
party typologies such as ‘radical mass parties’
and ‘clientelistic parties’ (Rueschemeyer et al.,
1992). 

Party models should not be too reductionist,
by emphasizing only a single dimension of
political parties. Instead, parties should be
regarded as complex phenomena with multiple
attributes or properties that constitute one
‘bounded whole’, and jointly constitute a pure
or ideal type from which real political parties

will deviate to varying degrees (Sartori, 1987:
182–5). Since there is no consensus as to which
attribute or dimension should be privileged
over others, I have opted for a broad range of
analysis that is better able to capture the existing
variation among different types of parties. This
broad analysis includes first of all the genetic
origin as a basic criterion guiding the classifica-
tion of the different party types. The origin of
parties determines to a large extent their initial
format and their subsequent transformation is
path-dependent on these foundational elements
(Panebianco, 1988). In addition, I include three
other dimensions to which earlier models refer:
electoral, ideological and organizational. On the
electoral dimension, the five party models can
be distinguished on the basis of their electoral
appeal and social support as well as the social
origin of the elite they recruit. The ideological
dimension comprises both the basis for party
competition and the extent of inter-party competi-
tion. On the organizational dimension, the
generic types are differentiated by examining
the importance and status of the membership orga-
nization and the position of the parliamentary party
and party in public office. The relative power bal-
ance between these three ‘faces of a political
party’ is different within each of the five
models. In addition, parties can be differentiated
on the basis of two other organizational features:
the structure of the resources that are available to
the party and the type of political campaigning in
which they engage. In this section I will discuss
each of these nine characteristic features for each
of the five party models. 

The elite party model

One of the first scholars to describe a political
party was Edmund Burke, who, writing in
1770, defined a party as a group of parlia-
mentary representatives who agreed to coop-
erate upon a certain principle (Burke, 1975).
These first political parties emerged in proto-
democratic systems with suffrage limited to a
small privileged class of the more propertied
male population. An extra-parliamentary party
organization was practically non-existent and
the coordination between its members, a small
elite from the middle and upper classes, was
loosely structured. Wolinetz (2002: 140) describes
this type of party as closed caucuses of prominent
individuals. Distinguishing between internally
and externally created parties, Duverger (1954)
characterized these first parties by their emana-
tion from groups of parliamentary representa-
tives (see also Kirchheimer, 1954b). According to
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Duverger, these internally created parties are
commonly led by a small cadre of individuals
with high socioeconomic status, who have only
weak links with their electorate. Clearly, the
defining sociological characteristic of elite par-
ties is the high status of their members, who
already had obtained politically powerful posi-
tions before the advent of an extra-parliamentary
party organization. The emergence of these
‘modern’ extra-parliamentary parties, under the
influence of the extension of the suffrage, was
analysed by Mosei Ostrogorski (1902). He com-
pared these organizations in Britain and the
United States and, with the latter having a more
extended electorate, concluded that power
became increasingly concentrated in local party
‘machines’ that aimed at winning elections
through an extensive system of patronage and
clientelism.

At the organizational level, elite parties have
basically two layers: in the constituencies and
in parliament (Ostrogorski, 1902: VIII–IX; Katz
and Mair, 2002: 114). The extra-parliamentary
party is weakly articulated or even absent, and
each constituency is able to provide its own
resources so that central authority and control
are weak. Katz and Mair (2002: 115) argue that
the elite party is basically an agglomeration of
local parties consisting of ‘a small core of indi-
viduals with independent and personal access
to resources able to place either one of their
number or their surrogate in Parliament as
their representative’ (see also Ostrogorski,
1902: i). Such a picture of the elite party is also
sketched by Duverger (1954: 1–2, 62–7) who
characterized the caucus party by its local and
embryonic organizational structures that were
exclusively aimed at recruiting candidates and
campaigning for them during the election
period. In a similar vein, Neumann (1956)
identified the earliest political parties as parties
of individual representation, which are character-
istic of a society with a restricted political
domain and only a limited degree of participa-
tion. They articulate the demands of specific
social groups and their ‘membership activity
is, for all practical purposes, limited to ballot-
ing, and the party organization (if existent at
all) is dormant between election periods. Its
main function is the selection of representa-
tives, who, once chosen, are possessed of an
absolute “free mandate” and are in every respect
responsible only to their own consciences’
(Neumann, 1956: 404).

Not much is said by the various authors on
the ideological character of elite parties. What
can be assessed is that, although the different
groups of parliamentarians may have held
‘widely diverging views’ of what the national

interest was (Katz, 1996: 116), competition
between parties was relatively limited. Since all
parties consisted of members of the higher
echelons of society and only represented a limited
section of the population, political conflict cen-
tred on the extent of unification and centraliza-
tion of the state, the level of local autonomy and
the level of state intervention in the economic
process (primarily taxes and tariffs).

The mass party model

Whereas political power preceded the forma-
tion of the elite party, the mass party is the
mirror image of the latter in that the formation
of the party organization precedes the acquisi-
tion of power. Typically, mass parties are exter-
nally created and mobilize broad segments of
the electorate previously excluded from the
political process (Duverger, 1954; Kirchheimer,
1966). These parties have been typified by
Neumann (1956) as parties of social integra-
tion, as they seek to integrate these excluded
social groups into the body politic. Since they
aim at a radical redistribution of social, eco-
nomic and political power, these parties
demand a strong commitment from their
members, encapsulating them into an exten-
sive party organization that provides a wide
range of services via a dense network of ancil-
lary organizations. In the words of Neumann
(1956: 404):

Modern parties have steadily enlarged their scope
and power within the political community and
have consequently changed their own functions
and character. In place of a party of individual repre-
sentation, our contemporary society increasingly
shows a party of social integration. … It demands not
only permanent dues-paying membership (which
may be found to a smaller extent within the loose
party of representation too) but, above all, an
increasing influence over all the spheres of the
individual’s daily life.

The extra-parliamentary origin, in addition to
the fact that mass parties represent and mobi-
lize a particular and clearly defined social, reli-
gious or ethnic segment of society, influences
their ideological and organizational character.
In order to organize a politically excluded
group, the mass party needs a coherent vision
of a better and different world that has to be
communicated in a compelling manner. As
Panebianco (1988: 264) pointed out, the stress
is on ideology, and ‘believers’ play a central role
within the organization. Paradoxically, these
‘parties of the excluded’ attempt to integrate
their followers by insulating them from possible
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counter-pressures (Katz, 1996: 118). This insu-
lation is achieved by a distinct ideology that
is ingrained in the minds of the members
through propaganda, the party press and
party-organized activities in all spheres of life
(Neumann, 1956: 405). Ancillary organizations
were created in the field of education, labour,
housing, sports, banking, insurance and so on,
so that all social, economic and cultural activi-
ties were consistent with the ideology. The ide-
ological vision of a better world becomes
visible and materializes within this social
niche. Needless to say, the ideologies of these
mass parties differ from the already powerful
groups, but they also differ from various ide-
ologies of other mass parties. The result is
fierce and principled competition among
parties. Among mass parties themselves there
is substantial variance in ideology and (conse-
quently) in organization. 

Duverger (1954: 63–71) distinguishes between
branch-based mass parties and cell-based
devotee parties, the latter being more totalitar-
ian in ideology and organization. This distinc-
tion is also found in Neumann, who separates
the party of social integration from the party of
total integration. A party of total integration is
‘all inclusive’ and ‘demands the citizen’s total
surrender. It denies not only the relative free-
dom of choice among the voters and followers
but also any possibility of coalition and com-
promise among parties. It can perceive nothing
but total seizure and exercise of power, undis-
puted acceptance of the party line, and mono-
lithic rule’ (Neumann, 1956: 405). Lenin (1961:
464–5) describes such a party as a small and
cohesive party of professional and totally com-
mitted revolutionaries that lead huge masses
of uncritical followers. 

The mass party can also be found in a
religious variant, the denominational mass
party (Kirchheimer, 1957a: 437, 1966), which
Kirchheimer differentiated from the totalitar-
ian party and the democratic mass party
(Kirchheimer, 1954b). Both the denominational
and the democratic mass party try to appeal to
a maximum of voters to take over the adminis-
tration and carry into effect a definite pro-
gramme (Kirchheimer, 1954b). They are,
however, still limited in their appeal and only
aim to mobilize a specific social class or religious
group. According to Gunther and Diamond
(2003: 180–3), the mass party can also be found
in nationalistic and fundamentalist variants,
which are more proto-hegemonic in their
ideology and tend towards the militia type of
organization. 

In terms of organization, all mass parties
share the characteristic of extensive and

centralized bureaucracy at the national level.
The democratic variants of the mass parties are
characterized by an elected and representative
collegial leadership, often combined with for-
mal powers for a national congress with repre-
sentatives of the membership (Wolinetz, 2002:
146). Formally, mass parties are democratic
organizations, but the ideological rigidity
and the internal processes of training and
recruiting members of the elite (through
extensive socialization in the local branches
and the internal educational system) make real
competitive intra-party elections unlikely.
Observing one of the first mass parties,
Michels (1962) noted the bureaucratic rational-
ization within mass parties in which a small
and unrepresentative elite gains control over
the resources and means of communication.
Michels thought that in any large organization
power-concentration into the hands of an
oligarchy is inevitable. 

It is organization which gives birth to the domin-
ion of the elected over the electors, of the man-
dataries over the mandators, of the delegates over
the delegators. Who says organization, says
oligarchy. (Michels, 1962: 365)

Inevitable or not, mass parties are hierarchi-
cal in their structure as all activities of the
ancillary organizations and the local party
branches are coordinated by the extra-parlia-
mentary leadership. In contrast to the elite par-
ties where local caucuses voluntarily form a
national organization, the central office of the
mass party has a top-down approach. Local
branches and cells are founded in order to
increase the level of penetration of the party.
Characteristic of mass party development is
the establishment of an extra-parliamentary
office that precedes the formation of a party in
public office. As a consequence, the party in
public office is controlled, disciplined and
supervised by the extra-parliamentary leader-
ship as all representatives are considered to
have the same mandate (Katz, 1996: 118). The
party in public office is simply instrumental to
the implementation of the party’s ideology
(Katz and Mair, 2002: 118). These strong verti-
cal organizational ties (Panebianco, 1988: 264)
are needed to amass and pool resources at the
central level of the extra-parliamentary party
(Katz and Mair, 2002: 117). The mass party
derives its name from the mass of members
that form the core of the organization.
Membership levels and the extent of involve-
ment and participation of members in inner-
party activities and electoral campaigning are
part of the defining characteristics of mass
parties (see Ware, 1985, 1987, 1996). Beyond the
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voluntary work members are expected to do
for the party, they are also the main source of
income. Membership fees are used to finance
the central bureaucracy and the campaigning
activities of the mass party. Other sources of
income for mass parties derive from the activi-
ties of the ancillary organizations and their
own party press.

Electoralist catch-all parties

Mass parties in Europe have been very success-
ful in integrating their followers in the body
politic and in replacing their ancillary organiza-
tions with full-blown welfare states at the
national level. Coupled with high levels of eco-
nomic growth, the maturation of welfare states
resulted in the emergence of a substantial new
middle class made up of skilled manual work-
ers, white-collar workers and civil servants.
Their interests converged and became indistin-
guishable from those of the old middle classes.
According to Kirchheimer, this diminished
social polarization went hand in hand with
diminished political polarization as the doc-
trines of mass parties slowly became inter-
changeable. Mass parties gradually transformed
into ideologically bland catch-all parties, and
this process culminated in a waning of princi-
pled opposition and a reduction of politics to the
mere management of the state (for a comprehen-
sive version of Kirchheimer’s theory of party
transformation, see Krouwel, 2003). Kirchheimer
distinguished the catch-all party from the
Weltanschauungs-party and argued that the
modern catch-all party was now forced to think
more in terms of profit and loss of electoral
support and policy (Wolinetz, 2002: 145–6). He
asserted that political parties had been reduced
‘to a rationally conceived vehicle of interest
representation’ (Kirchheimer, 1957b: 314–15).
Although catch-all parties still functioned as
intermediaries between elements of formerly
united groups, the working class accepted these
parties only because they promised to give pri-
ority to their material claims, not because of their
social vision. Catch-all parties were reluctant to
perform the role of opposition, as this would
seriously diminish their success in realizing
group claims. This transition from the ideologi-
cally orientated mass party to the interest-group-
oriented catch-all party is indicative of the
erosion of principled opposition.

Kirchheimer’s development of the catch-all
thesis is a good example of how erratic theory-
generating processes are concerning party trans-
formation. Kirchheimer formulated his catch-all

thesis on the basis of only a limited number of
observations, in particular the Italian Democrazia
Cristiana, the German Sozialdemokratische
Partei Deutschlands, the British Labour Party,
the French Union pour la Nouvelle République
and the German Christlich-Demokratische
Union (Kirchheimer, 1966). He hypothesized
that the catch-all development witnessed in
these cases was likely to be prevalent in many
countries in Western Europe and led to a more or
less generalized transformation of party sys-
tems. Kirchheimer was also fairly categorical in
identifying the properties of this new party –
including its ideological, organizational and
electoral dimensions – which is why there still
remains substantial confusion in the contempo-
rary literature regarding precisely what a catch-
all party is and precisely which parties can
genuinely be regarded as catch-all (see Dittrich,
1983; Wolinetz, 1979, 1991, 2002; Schmidt, 1985,
1989; Smith, 1989; Krouwel, 1999).

As early as 1954, in an analysis of the West
German political system, Kirchheimer (1954a:
317–18) first introduced the concept of the
catch-all party. Over a period of at least 12 years
the somewhat loosely specified notion of the
catch-all party was continuously altered
(Kirchheimer, 1957a: 437, 1957b: 314, 1959: 270,
274; 1961: 256; 1966: 185). In none of his essays
does Kirchheimer develop an exact definition of
this new type of political party and at no time
did he ever provide a clear and coherent set of
indicators as to what precisely constituted a
catch-all party. Confusingly, the catch-all party
is sometimes referred to as the ‘catch-all
people’s party’ (Kirchheimer, 1966: 190), at other
times as the ‘catch-all mass party’ (Kirchheimer,
1954a: 250, 1966: 191), the ‘conservative catch-all
party’ (Kirchheimer, 1954a: 250), the ‘Christian
type of catch-all people’s parties’ (Kirchheimer,
1959: 270) and, in still another version, as the
‘personal loyalty variant of the catch-all party’
(Kirchheimer, 1966: 187, n. 12). Indeed, 12 years
after its first introduction, Kirchheimer (1966:
190) had still only formulated a very cursory
definition of the catch-all transformation, a
process which he then conceived as involving
five related elements: 

a) drastic reduction of the party’s ideological bag-
gage. … b) Further strengthening of top leadership
groups, whose actions and omissions are now
judged from the viewpoint of their contribution
to the efficiency of the entire social system rather
than identification with the goals of their particular
organisation. c) Downgrading of the role of the
individual party member, a role considered a his-
torical relic which may obscure the newly built-up
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catch-all party image. d) De-emphasis of the
class-gardée, specific social-class or denominational
clientele, in favour of recruiting voters among the
population at large. e) Securing access to a variety of
interest groups for financial and electoral reasons.

Yet earlier versions list different characteristics
as the key features of catch-all development
(1964b; 1965). Kirchheimer (1964a: 16) included
a feature dealing with the extra-parliamentary
party, and argued that the change towards
catch-allism involves: ‘Further development of
a party bureaucratic apparatus committed to
organizational success without regard to ideo-
logical consistency’. In later versions, this ele-
ment is formulated more generally, now
referring to the relative power of the entire
party leadership while dropping the idea that
catch-all parties will develop more elaborate
bureaucratic apparatuses (Kirchheimer, 1966:
190). Over the years, substantive alterations
were also made in Kirchheimer’s argumenta-
tion as to what factors influence the catch-all
development in different European countries.
At various stages Kirchheimer added argu-
ments about the particular social structures
that determine the success of a catch-all strat-
egy, as well as an explanation as to why only
major parties in the larger European countries
could hope to appeal to wider electoral cliente-
les. Kirchheimer also reformulated his thesis
with respect to the expressive and the aggrega-
tive function. First, he argued that the expres-
sive function migrated from parties to other
political institutions, while this claim is later
reformulated in that catch-all parties continue
to function as expressive institutions but are
limited by widely felt popular concerns.
Another late addition to his theory is that the
loose-fitting structure of the catch-all party and
its disconnection from society will consider-
ably limit its scope for political action.

On the basis of Kirchheimer’s entire oeuvre,
his personal archive of unpublished papers,
his lecture notes as well as the references he
cites with the various elements of the catch-all
thesis, it is possible to reconstruct Kirchheimer’s
original ideas (Krouwel, 1999; 2003). Thus, for
example, concerning party transformation at
the organizational level, Kirchheimer (1966:
190) cites Lohmar (1963: 35–47, 117–24),
Pizzorno (1964: 199, 217) and Lipset (1964: 276).
These references suggest that Kirchheimer
regarded the downgrading of the role of party
members as a multifaceted process, including a
stagnation in the size of party memberships, a
loss of attendance at party meetings and of read-
ership of party newspapers, a transformation

towards a more balanced social profile, and a
reduced importance of membership fees in
overall party revenue. Additionally, the role of
active party members with regard to the selec-
tion of the party leadership is also in decline,
which erodes the members’ function as media-
tors between the electorate and the political
leadership. Party leaders are co-opted into the
leadership group on the basis of their techni-
cal and managerial qualities rather than
because of their ideological orientation or class
origin. Moreover, with reference to Duverger,
Kirchheimer (1966: 178, 182, 193, 199; 1954b:
246, 259) also argues that citizens are increas-
ingly excluded from political participation, in
that catch-all parties offer less and less oppor-
tunity for membership activity, particularly as
they disconnect themselves from formerly
affiliated organizations. Catch-all party organi-
zations become increasingly professional and
capital-intensive, and depend increasingly on
state subsidies and interest-group contribu-
tions for their income, and on the commercial
mass media for their communication needs
(see also Panebianco, 1988: 264–6). This politi-
cal professionalization, in which experts and
managers with specialized tasks replace the
old party bureaucracy, is also emphasized
in Panebianco’s (1988: 222–35) model of the
electoral-professional party. Catch-all parties
also use their connection with interest groups
as a source of policy ideas (in the absence of a
coherent and independent policy platform)
and implement policy proposals originating
from organized interests in exchange for finan-
cial resources and electoral support.

On the ideology of catch-all parties,
Kirchheimer (1962: 3, 1966: 195) assumed that
catch-all parties will adopt similar policy posi-
tions in the centre of the political spectrum and
that they will emphasize similar issues.
Concerning this centripetal political competi-
tion, Kirchheimer refers to Lipset (1964) and
Duverger (1964), who argue that most major
parties make a trans-class appeal, with pro-
grammes spearheaded by a commitment to
collective bargaining and moderate political
and socioeconomic changes. Parties on both
the left and the right had amicably resolved the
class conflict in an acceptance of social demo-
cratic ideology, since rightist parties had
accepted the welfare state and economic plan-
ning and leftist parties had moderated their
ideas for revision of capitalism. Alternation in
cabinet composition no longer leads to a
change in government policies. All political
parties and their leaders co-operate closely
with one another, thus leaving little room for
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political opposition. With reference to the
Downsian ‘multi-policy party’, essentially
equivalent to Kirchheimer’s catch-all concept,
it is suggested that catch-all parties sacrificed
their former ideological position and the inter-
ests of their core electorate in order to maxi-
mize their electoral appeal (see also Mintzel,
1984: 66). Parties, however, are limited by the
fact that voters will not vote if all parties stress
totally identical programmes and will there-
fore compete with candidates and remnants of
traditional loyalties, reducing politics to indi-
vidual personalities. This pre-eminence of the
public representatives of the party, personal-
ized leadership and candidate-centred cam-
paigns are also crucial characteristics of the
electoral-professional party of Panebianco
(1988: 266). 

On the third and crucial electoral dimension,
which gives the catch-all party its name,
Kirchheimer argued that catch-all parties
attempt to bridge the (already declining) socio-
economic and cultural cleavages among the
electorate in order to attract a broader ‘audi-
ence’ (Kirchheimer, 1966: 184). This wider elec-
toral ‘catchment’ of parties transformed the
European mass parties into American-style
catch-all parties that appeal to all social classes
(Kirchheimer, n.d.: 27). Denominational mass
parties were transforming into interdenomina-
tional catch-all parties, appealing to all voters
except convinced anti-clericals, and social
democratic parties were attracting voters far
beyond the core working-class supporters. In
sum, a catch-all party is characterized by an
indistinct ideological profile, a wide electoral
appeal aimed at vote maximization, a loose
connection with the electorate, a power bal-
ance in favour of the party elite vis-à-vis the
party members and a professional and capital-
intensive organization (Krouwel, 1999: 59). 

In the United States, Eldersveld (1964, 1982)
and Schlesinger (1965, 1984) had also pointed
towards parties that became primarily oriented
towards the recruitment and selection of candi-
dates for public office and organizing election
campaigns. The representation and mobiliza-
tion of specific social groups in the United States
is also organized through professional interest
organizations that contribute, financially or
otherwise, to the election campaigns of individ-
ual politicians. Eldersveld (1964) sketches a
picture of local candidate organizations that
function almost autonomously without sub-
stantive coordination or support from a national
party organization. He called it the stratarchy
party model: parties with limited levels of
formal organization and high autonomy. Parties

have a ‘porous nature’ and easily absorb anyone
willing to work for them, run as a candidate or
support them with a donation or vote. The
party is merely an alliance of coalitions at the
various levels (substructures) with little or no
hierarchy. Similarly, Schlesinger (1965, 1984)
describes parties basically as local candidate
organizations: a nucleus mainly devoted to cap-
turing public office. All party activities are
specifically linked to an individual candidate
and the different nuclei of the same party can
even be in competition with each other for
resources and votes. Nuclei have no members,
only contributors of all sorts – in financial terms,
in time spent on campaigning or by voting for a
candidate. All these models stress the autonomy
of political actors, but in Europe observers see
an opposite development towards more state-
dependent parties.

Partisan states: the cartel
party model

Analysing the functional transformation of
parties, Kirchheimer (1954b, 1957b) identified
several types of political collusion. The first is
an inter-party cartel of centrist catch-all parties
that try to maintain their power position in
public office. As a result of the disappearance
of a goal-oriented opposition, combined with
consensus on most important policy issues,
genuine political competition is almost com-
pletely eliminated. The combination of vanish-
ing political opposition with a shift of power
from parliament to the executive resulted in a
firm inter-party cartel, from which political
competitors, particularly more radical parties,
were increasingly excluded. A second type of
collusion is the formation of a state–party car-
tel, where parties disconnect themselves from
their social foundations and become amalga-
mated with the state, reducing politics to mere
‘state management’ by professional politicians
(Kirchheimer, 1954b, 1957b). This extensive col-
lusion of political parties with the state and the
severing of the societal links of party organiza-
tions evidence a power shift from parliament
to political parties. Kirchheimer alleged that
the parliamentary party and the central party
organization became highly interwoven at the
personal level, resulting in an ever growing
discipline of the parliamentary party. A third
type of collusion, closely related to the catch-all
development, is the tripartite power cartel con-
sisting of political parties, the state and power-
ful interest groups. According to Kirchheimer,
political parties try to ‘close the electoral
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market’ by seeking the loyalty of large groups
of voters not on the basis of their ideology, but
through their interest organizations. Parties are
increasingly subsidized by interest groups,
which are also their main channels of commu-
nication with the electorate. At the same time,
the party on the ground is neglected and par-
ties display an increasing aloofness towards
civil society. Finally, Kirchheimer predicted
further collusion between the executive, the
leadership of the major political parties and the
judicial powers (the courts), indicating an
ongoing process of diffusion of state powers.

These distinctions by Kirchheimer are useful
when we look at later versions of the cartel the-
sis. The most widely cited is Katz and Mair’s
(1995) cartel party thesis, in which the cartel is
defined in terms of a state–party cartel: ‘col-
luding parties [that] become agents of the state
and employ the resources of the state [the
party state] to ensure their own collective sur-
vival’ (Katz and Mair, 1995: 5). To ensure this
collective organizational survival, parties allo-
cate substantial state support to themselves
and regulate the activities of parties through
the state. This state–party collusion is a recip-
rocal process in which, on the one hand, parties
increasingly extract state resources and ‘colo-
nize’ the institutions of the state and, on the
other, the state increasingly regulates party
political organizations and activities through
law (Katz, 1996; Krouwel, 2003). Colonization
of the state is evidenced by the fact that politi-
cal parties become increasingly dependent on
the state, allocating state resources to their
organizations while disengaging from their
former resources within civil society. Within
this oligopolistic cartel, a vast portion of the
state’s resources and institutional assets is
accrued in the hands of the elites of the major
parties. Politicians make increasing use of
public institutions such as ministerial bureau-
cracies (to which they appoint spokesmen,
media and policy advisors) and other state
agencies and public utilities or quasi non-
governmental organizations (quangos) and the
state-owned media for party-political pur-
poses and electoral campaigning. What seems
to be occurring is a symbiosis between political
parties and the state, a weakening of the demo-
cratically crucial institutional differentiation of
civil associations and formal state institutions.
The state becomes ‘partisan’ as political elites
weld party organizations and state institutions
together to such an extent that citizens can no
longer distinguish between them. While party
organizations are formally considered as part
of civil society in most constitutions, in reality

parties are ‘colonizing’ the state through
extensive processes of patronage and overlap-
ping functional linkages. More evidence of this
development can be found in the fact that
politicians often simultaneously perform for-
mal functions within political parties as well as
formal roles in the state (civil servant or minis-
ter). This symbiosis of a supposedly ‘neutral’
state bureaucracy and a professional political
class is advanced as in most European coun-
tries political recruitment has to a large extent
been narrowed to the state-employed civil ser-
vants. As Puhle (2002) has pointed out, this
structural proximity and overlapping of state
institutions and party organizations leads to
serious democratic problems, as political par-
ties cease to be ‘intermediary’ and ‘representa-
tive’, and also can lead to more patronage,
clientelism and corruption.

Through increased formal regulation of
party activities, established political parties
seek to monopolize the route to executive
office. In order to ensure these privileges, party
elites obviously prefer to have them enshrined
in law. Although political competition cannot be
totally eliminated, cartel parties attempt to
block competition from political ‘outsiders’ by
using legal means to their political advantage.
Both processes of state dependency and ‘self-
regulation’ increase and intensify the reciprocal
linkages between political parties and institu-
tions of the state, colluding into a ‘partisan state’
(Krouwel, 2004).

Later specifications of the cartel thesis by
Katz and Mair also include an argument con-
cerning inter-party collusion. Cartel parties are
seen to limit and carefully manage the level of
inter-party competition through informal
agreements and by sharing office. The cartel is
largely implicit and entails the gradual inclu-
sion of all significant parties in government.
The range of acceptable coalitions is widened
and the politics of opposition is abandoned
(Katz, 1996: 119–21; Mair, 1997: 137–9; Katz and
Mair, 2002: 124). This common goal has trans-
formed apparent incentives to compete into a
positive motivation not to compete (Katz and
Mair, 1995: 19–20). Outside challengers are not
formally excluded from electoral competition
by the allocation of disproportionate state
resources to the incumbent parties, they are
simply excluded from executive office as long
as possible and can only enter the cartel
through absorption and adaptation (Katz
and Mair, 1996: 531). Inter-party collusion
creates its own opposition. Exclusion from
executive power offers challengers ammuni-
tion to mobilize against the cartel parties (Katz
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and Mair, 1995: 24). Favourable conditions for
the development of party cartels are a tradition
of strong state–party relations, patronage and a
political culture of inter-party cooperation.

In sum, what distinguishes cartel parties is
that,

in contrast to more entrepreneurially oriented
catch-all parties, cartel parties appeal to an even
broader or more diffuse electorate, engage primar-
ily in capital-intensive campaigns, emphasise their
managerial skills and efficiency, are loosely organ-
ised, and remote from their members. Even more
important, rather than competing in order to win
and bidding for support wherever it can be found,
cartel parties are content to ensure their access to
the state by sharing powers with others. (Wolinetz,
2002: 148)

At the organizational level the relation of the
cartel party to the state is central as the state
provides the institutional environment and the
resources by which cartel parties can retreat
from society. Long periods in government
transform the internal structure and power bal-
ance within parties as they enhance the status
of the party in public office (Katz and Mair,
2002: 124). State resources are progressively
accumulated by the parliamentary party and
the party in public office becomes increasingly
independent from the membership party on the
ground and its central office (Katz and Mair,
2002: 123). The organization of the cartel party
becomes characterized by a stratarchical rela-
tion between the various levels of the party:
both the local office-holders and the central
party are to a certain extent autonomous (Katz
and Mair, 1995: 21). 

A second feature is increasing professional-
ization, accumulation of financial and human
resources in terms of staff at the parliamentary
face of the party, eventually leading to a domi-
nation of the party in public office (Katz and
Mair, 2002: 123). This domination is visible in
an increasing presence of representatives of
the party in public office appointed to the
party central office (Katz and Mair, 1993).
Concerning ideology, competition focuses
increasingly on the managerial skills, compe-
tence and efficiency of the party in public office
(Wolinetz, 2002: 148). In response to criticism
by Koole (1996: 517) that it was not clear what
this ‘toning down of competition’ exactly
entails, Katz and Mair argued that this has
to be seen as convergence of parties on the
left–right scale, an expansion of coalition com-
binations and the increasingly circumscribed
scope of policy innovation. Cartel parties dis-
play high levels of ‘symbolic competition’

(Katz and Mair, 1996: 530). Not much is said
about the width of the electoral appeal, but
cartel parties seem to campaign for the support
of diffuse groups of voters that have weak
links – or none at all – to the party. 

Politics incorporated: the
business-firm party model

The fifth species, the business-firm party, is a
recent phenomenon in Europe but not on the
American continent (see Carty, 2001). Basically
there are two types: one is based on an already
existing commercial company, whose struc-
tures are used for a political project, while the
other type is a new and separate organization
specially constructed for a political endeavour.
Hopkin and Paolucci (1999: 320) describe
Berlusconi’s Forza Italia as an example of the
first type: ‘In Forza Italia the distinctions
between analogy and reality are blurred: the
“political entrepreneur” in question is in fact a
businessman, and the organisation of the party
is largely conditioned by the prior existence of
a business firm.’ Hopkin and Paolucci (1999:
307) argue that business-firm parties will
emerge when a new party system is created. 

In terms of organization, the business-firm
party generates its resources from the private
sector, which differentiates it from the cartel
parties that use state resources for their activi-
ties. Although business-firm parties may have
(financial) support from interest groups, such
groups are not their main source of income or
electoral support, or their main channel of
communication. This means that the extra-
parliamentary party is practically useless and
will not be developed on any meaningful
scale. What might be developed is a mecha-
nism for mobilizing sympathizers to appear at
party conferences to cheer on the party leader-
ship. In the words of Hopkin and Paolucci
(1999: 315), business-firm parties will have
only ‘a lightweight organisation with the sole
basic function of mobilising short-term sup-
port at election time’. The party on the ground
will be limited to a minimum so it does not
hamper the leadership in its attempt to break
the mould of the party cartel. As the dues-
paying membership will be small and most of
the resources will be needed for campaigning
purposes, most of the activities will not be
assigned to party bureaucrats. ‘Party bureau-
cracies are kept to a bare minimum, with tech-
nical tasks often “contracted out” to external
experts with no ties to the party’ (Hopkin and
Paolucci, 1999: 333). This seems to be the
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essence of the business-firm party: all party
activities and tasks are brought under formal
(commercial) contract in terms of labour, ser-
vices and goods to be delivered to the ‘party’.
This means that the only individuals that have
a more permanent stake in the party are the
ones that occupy the party in public office.
‘Grassroots membership is also limited, with
a high proportion of party members being
officeholders who see the party as a vehicle for
acquiring political positions, rather than an
end in itself’ (Hopkin and Paolucci, 1999: 333).
As the party and its ideology are no longer
goals in themselves, the business-firm party,
‘instead of being a voluntary organisation
with essentially social objectives, becomes a
kind of “business firm”, in which the public
goods produced are incidental to the real
objectives of those leading it; in Olson’s termi-
nology, policy is a “byproduct”’ (Hopkin and
Paolucci, 1999: 311). Business-firm parties will
have a flexible ideological orientation and an
eagerness to attract superficial support from
broad sectors of society (Hopkin and Paolucci,
1999: 315), but, unlike the catch-all party, they
are not oriented towards interest groups for
their policy ideas. Policy positions will be
developed as products within firms: demand-
oriented on the basis of ‘market research’ with
focus groups, survey research and local trials
to test their feasibility and popularity. These
‘policy products’ need to be wrapped in the
most attractive package and will be aggres-
sively put into the market. This explains why
what seems to characterize business-firm par-
ties more than their predecessors is their
almost total orientation to the creation of ‘free
publicity’ or even direct control of the media.
The best wrapping for these popular policies
is an attractive candidate (or even a single
leader) so that the marketing of the policies
can be reduced to the promotion of individu-
als. Not surprisingly, those best trained for this
mediatized political arena are individuals
working in the entertainment sectors, which
explains why an increasing number of people
from this sector are now finding employment
in politics. As Hopkin and Paolucci (1999:
322–3) argue: ‘characteristic of the leadership
of the business firm party: personal popular-
ity, organizational advantages, and crucially,
access to unlimited professional expertise in
mass communication’. Needless to say, this
extreme emphasis on the individual personal-
ity leads to vulnerability of business-firm par-
ties as well as a high degree of centralization
of power around the party leader (Hopkin and
Paolucci, 1999: 323). 

A RUDIMENTARY THEORY OF
PARTY TRANSFORMATION

In sequence, these five clusters of party
models, which were derived from a mixture of
empirical observation and theoretical specula-
tion, provide a comprehensive theory of party
transformation consisting of ten developmen-
tal factors (see Table 21.2). In an effort to boil
down the multi-dimensional complexity
which characterizes the transformation of par-
ties in modern European democracies, and to
try to make sense of what is a multi-faceted
phenomenon, this final section will draw on
this multi-dimensionality and sequentiality of
the various party models to suggest that the
ten factors can be combined into four key
dimensions through which the character of
parties may best be understood. The first of
these is associated with the genetic origin of par-
ties, the second dimension relates to the elec-
toral appeal and elite recruitment of parties, the
third dimension is ideological and refers to the
basis and extent of party competition, while
the fourth is concerned with the organizational
character of parties (the balance of power
between the three ‘faces’ of the party, their
resource structure and type of campaigning).
These four offer a more readily grasped sum-
mary of the complexity that was revealed in
the description of the party models. 

Changes in the genesis of
political parties

The basic distinguishing feature of the five
party types is their genetic origin. The party
models suggest two axes along which the
origin of parties can be positioned: first, their
proximity to state institutions or origin from
civil society; and, second, the agent that initi-
ates the party foundation, that is, an individual
enterprise versus a collective initiative (see
Figure 21.1).

Elite or cadre parties originated from the ini-
tiative of individual parliamentary representa-
tives of local constituencies who felt the need
for more coordination of their parliamentary
work and, with the emergence of the mass
party, for their campaign efforts. In contradis-
tinction, the mass party originated directly from
civil society, usually emerging from a collective
effort to mobilize politically excluded social
groups. This extra-parliamentary origin meant
that the ‘party’ was first a social movement,
often in the form of workers’ unions or religious
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Table 21.2 Models of political party
Elite caucus or 

Characteristics cadre party Mass party Catch-all, electoralist party Cartel party Business-firm
Period 1860–1920 1880–1950 1950-present 1950-present 1990-present
GGeenneettiicc  ddiimmeennssiioonn

Origin Parliamentary origin Extra-parliamentary origin Originates from mass Fusion of parliamentary Originates from the
parties, linking or parties and the state private-initiative of
merging themselves apparatus (and interest political entrepreneurs
with interest groups groups)

EElleeccttoorraall  ddiimmeennssiioonn

Electoral appeal Limited electorate Appeal to specific social, Appeal to broad middle ‘regular clientele’ that ‘electoral market’ with
and social support of upper social religious or ethnic group class, beyond core provides support in a high level of volatility.

strata via personal on the basis of social group of support exchange for favourable Voters as consumers.
contacts cleavages such as class policies

and religion
Social basis and Self-recruitment, Class or religious based External recruitment Recruitment mainly from Self recruitment, private
type of elite private initiative. internal recruitment on from various interest within the state structures initiative
recruitment Candidates from the basis of ideological groups (civil servants)

mainly upper-class and organizational
origin commitment and via

inner-party educational
system

IIddeeoollooggiiccaall  ddiimmeennssiioonn

Basis for party Traditional status Ideology and The quality of Maintenance of accrued Issues and personalities
competition of individual representation of a social management of the power by sharing (as a political product)

candidates group public sectors executive office
Extent of party Very limited on the Polarized and ideological Centripetal competition Diffusion of political Permanent struggle for
competition basis of personal competition (centrifugal on technicalities disagreement. ‘Conflicts’ media-attention

status and wealth competition) become symbolic:
artificial competition on
issues.
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Table 21.2 (Continued)
Elite caucus or

Characteristics cadre party Mass party Catch-all, electoralist party Cartel party Business-firm
Period 1860–1920 1880–1950 1950-present 1950-present 1990-present
OOrrggaanniizzaattiioonnaall  ddiimmeennssiioonn

Importance of Non-existent or Voluntary membership Marginalization of Members as a pool for Minimal and irrelevant
membership minimal organization is the core members recruitment of political
organization (party of the party personnel
on the ground)
Position of party in Minimal, party in Symbiosis between party Subordinate to party in Symbiosis between party Minimal and irrelevant
central office central office in central office and party public office in central office and

subordinate to party on the ground party in public office
in public office

Position of the Core of the party Subject to the Concentration of power Concentration of power High level of autonomy
party in public organization extra-parliamentary and resources at the at the parliamentary for individual political
office leadership parliamentary party party leadership and entrepreneurs in the

group government (party in party to ‘promote’
public office) themselves

Resource structure Personal wealth Membership contributions, Interest groups and State subsidies Corporate and social
ancillary organizations state subsidies interests and
and party press commercial activities

Type of political Personal contracts Labour-intensive mass Professionalization and Professional permanent Ad-hoc and
campaigning mobilization more capital intensive organization non-permanent use of

organization experts: ‘contracting-out’.
More use of marketing
techniques
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organizations relatively distant from or even
hostile to the state. Their primary goal was to
change political institutions, achieve universal
suffrage and other political rights such as free-
dom of organization and expression, as well as
a more inclusive electoral system. 

Mass parties were very successful in their
attempts at democratization and as a result
they gradually transformed into catch-all par-
ties, as their party in public office increased its
linkages with interest groups and abandoned
its own attempts at mass mobilization outside
election time. Thus, catch-all parties result
from the merger of the party in public office of
the former mass party with an interest-group
organization, while simultaneously discon-
necting itself from the party on the ground and
civil society. A next stage in party development
occurs when the party in public office dissoci-
ates itself more and more from interest groups
and becomes amalgamated with state struc-
tures. The party in public office of these cartel
parties comes to dominate the entire party
structure because it taps into the resources of
the state while societal resources (from the
party on the ground and the interest groups)
become irrelevant to its activities and survival.
As a reaction to this colonization and monopo-
lization of state resources, new competitors
emanate from the individual initiative of polit-
ical entrepreneurs that use private resources
for their political project. These entrepreneurs
use the organizational format of business com-
panies to structure their organization as they
go about the manufacturing of politics in a

similar fashion to any other production
process.

The transformed electoral
appeal of parties

In terms of electoral appeal and support, the
party models basically suggest a negative rela-
tionship between the social heterogeneity of
party support and the strength of the
party–voter link. Parties can opt for a broad
electoral appeal, but this will coincide with
weaker party–voter links, while parties with a
narrower or class-distinctive social base will
have supporters that are more strongly con-
nected with ‘their’ party. The various models
also refer to the sociological character of elite
recruitment. At the elite level the models distin-
guish between parties that have an open system
of elite recruitment, while in other parties the
route to the top is centrally controlled and
limited to ‘party apparatchiks’. Variations on
these two axes are summarized in Figure 21.2.

Elite parties had a very limited electoral
appeal as the suffrage was extended only to the
upper classes. With the extension of the suf-
frage, under pressure from the mass parties,
elite parties had to widen their electoral appeal
in order to compete with the mobilization of
the class mass and religious mass parties.
Initially, elite parties recruited their representa-
tives from a small social niche of the upper social
strata. While mass parties only appealed to their
core electorate, they advocated and adopted

HANDBOOK OF PARTY POLITICS264

Business firm Mass parties

Internal origin/proximity to the state

External origin/proximity to civil society

Individual
initiative and

resources

Collective
initiative and

resources

Elite and cadre
parties

Cartel and catch-all
parties

Figure 21.1 Origin of political parties

22-Katz-3336-Ch-21.qxd  11/22/2005  8:22 PM  Page 264



a more open structure for elite recruitment,
encompassing the middle classes, and even
some members of the lower classes entered the
political elite through the internal educational
structures of the mass party. Electoralist catch-
all parties have a broad appeal on both axes,
broadening their appeal beyond that of the for-
mer mass parties, and also recruit their elite
from a wide social spectrum, especially repre-
sentatives from various interest groups.
Similar broad patterns of elite access are found
within entrepreneurial party types where each
individual with a significant mobilizing poten-
tial is qualified to run on the party ticket and
voters from all walks of life are welcomed. The
cartel party, on the other hand, displays the
most closed type of elite recruitment as incum-
bent parties seek to maintain their control of
public office by narrowing the scope of elite
recruitment. Control by the cartel over elite
recruitment outside their own party organiza-
tions is attempted through legal and financial
hurdles for potential competitors.

Fading ideologies and different
types of party competition

At the ideological level, the various party
models differentiate between polarized and
more moderate, pragmatic competition. Parties
either compete on the basis of a coherent and
principled political programme (as with the
mass parties) or adopt a more flexible and
strategic use of policies. The second axis

differentiates parties oriented towards the
representation of interests from parties oriented
towards office control based on the promise of
good governance by competent managers of
the state. Figure 21.3 provides a schematic
overview of the various strategies that can be
extracted from the models.

Elite parties competed on the basis of the tra-
ditional status of their candidates, without too
much emphasis on their ideological differ-
ences. Similarly, cartel parties cater to a fixed
clientele that provides them with electoral sup-
port in exchange for favourable policies. Both
the elites of the cadre parties and the cartel
parties are primarily office-oriented almost
regardless of the policies to be implemented,
and present themselves as the ‘natural’ man-
agers of the affairs of the state. Mass parties, on
the other hand, were initially oriented towards
the mobilization of a core electorate that they
sought to represent in the state structures. The
fact that mass parties each represented differ-
ent social groups and competed against an
incumbent elite augmented their emphasis on
diverging and fundamental ideological visions
of a better world. After the relative success of
their mass mobilization, these parties trans-
formed into more pragmatic and ideologically
more flexible or even ideologically bland
catch-all parties. Less focused on a coherent
ideology and eventually also abandoning the
representation of specific social groups, party
competition was narrowed down to the man-
agerial qualities of the leadership of the party in
public office (moving parties to the right-hand
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side of Figure 21.3). Control of office has now
become the main driving force of political
actors and the incumbent cartel parties try to
fend off political entrepreneurs who seek to
replace the elites in office by campaigning on
specific popular issues (not a coherent pro-
gramme) and the attractiveness and competen-
cies of the individual leaders of these
business-firm parties.

Changing power structures and
organization of political parties

Since most emphasis is placed on the organiza-
tion of parties in each of the models, the most
complex array of changes can be seen at the
organizational level. Most of the party models
focus on the relative importance of the member-
ship party, the party on the ground, in relation
to the party in public and central office. Other
aspects that the models highlight are the income
structure and the type of electoral campaigns
that parties conduct. Nevertheless, this complex
series of changes, described above, can be sum-
marized in a two-dimensional model of the
organizational transformation of political par-
ties. First, the party models all refer to the inter-
nal power balance in terms of centralization of
decision-making, whereby in some parties the
leadership hierarchically controls and coordi-
nates all party activities, while in other parties
more horizontal, open and democratic struc-
tures dominate. Secondly, the models empha-
size the difference between professional and

capital-intensive party organizations and their
more amateuristic predecessors that had a more
voluntary character. These two aspects are pre-
sented graphically in Figure 21.4.

Over time, the party models show that polit-
ical parties transformed from the amateuristic
and temporary structures of the elite party, to a
more permanent bureaucracy and an extensive
extra-parliamentary membership organization
in which volunteers performed a large number
of tasks. The transformation into electoralist
catch-all parties and cartel parties entailed a
further process of professionalization and
more capital-intensive organizational struc-
tures. Eventually the membership organization
becomes almost redundant and is only seen as
a pool for the recruitment of candidates. The
party in central office, practically absent within
the elite parties, becomes the core of the mass
party from which all activities are initiated and
coordinated. As mass parties come to occupy
the executive more frequently and for long
periods of time, power gradually shifts towards
the party in public office. Slowly the party in
public office comes to dominate the extra-par-
liamentary party, and this process is invigo-
rated by the allocation of resources from the
state that mainly accumulate in the parliamen-
tary party. At the final stage, the party in
central office is completely absorbed by the
leaders of the party in public office. Within
business-firm parties, capital and expertise
are centralized with the party leadership
to such an extent that a separate organization
that could be considered a party central office
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cannot be detected. The resources of the elite
party were basically the private wealth of each
of the individual candidates, which gave them
high levels of autonomy. Mass parties, on the
contrary, had to accumulate their financial and
human resources from the large number of fol-
lowers and volunteers within the party organi-
zation. As the catch-all party tapped into the
vast resources of interest groups and later, as
cartel parties, the resources of the state, more
professionalization and centralization in
decision-making became feasible. Political
entrepreneurs and their business-firm types of
party seem to resemble the old elite parties
with respect to their resource structure. Again
private capital is used for a political project,
although the capital may not be directly in the
hands of the party leadership, but provided by
commercial companies and media empires. In
terms of political campaigning, the models
show an enormous transformation of political
parties. While the representatives of the elite
parties could easily attempt to meet each and
every voter personally, the extension of the
electorate made this impossible for the mass
party. A labour-intensive campaign had to be
organized to convince and mobilize all of the
voters from the core social group to vote for
the party at election time. With substantial
financial resources from interest groups (catch-
all parties) or the state (cartel parties), politi-
cal campaigns became more professional.
Increasingly outside expertise is hired, first on
a permanent basis but later in a more ad hoc,
non-permanent fashion when election time
approaches.

CONCLUSION

This overview of party models has shown that
parties are complex multi-faceted creatures,
and their patterns of transformation are neither
unidirectional nor linear. What we observe is a
multiplicity of features, some of which, indeed,
appear to work in opposite directions to one
another. Moreover, even with the broad elec-
toral, organizational and ideological elements
of parties, change, when it occurs, tends to
both ebb and flow, and sometimes, even con-
currently, to run in contradictory directions.
This attempt to bring all these elements into a
more comprehensive theory of party transfor-
mation should be seen as a first step to try to
make sense of the character and function of
what is still one of the most crucial organiza-
tions in modern democracies.

REFERENCES

Bryce, L. (1929) Modern Democracies, London: Macmillan.
Burke, E. (1975) Edmund Burke on Government, Politics

and Society, selected and edited by B.W. Hill.
Hassocks: Harvester Press.

Carty, R.K. (2001) ‘Political parties as franchise orga-
nizations’, paper for the ECPR conference at the
University of Kent in Canterbury, 6–8 September.

Dittrich, K. (1983) ‘Testing the catch-all thesis: Some
difficulties and problems’, in H. Daalder and
P. Mair (eds), Western European Party Systems,
Continuity and Change. London and Beverly Hills,
CA: Sage Publications, pp. 257–66.

PARTY MODELS 267

Electoralist catch-
all parties

Mass parties

Hierarchical and centralized control
by the party leadership

Horizontal, open and democratic
internal decision-making

Capital-intensive
and

professional
organizational

structures

Non-
professional,

amateur types
of party

organization

Cartel and
entrepreneurial

parties
Elite cadre parties

Figure 21.4 Organizational dimensions of party models

22-Katz-3336-Ch-21.qxd  11/22/2005  8:22 PM  Page 267



Downs, A. (1957) An Economic Theory of Democracy.
New York: Harper.

Duverger, M. (1954) Political Parties: Their Organization
and Activity in the Modern State. London: Methuen.

Eldersveld, Samuel J. (1964) Political Parties: A
Behavioral Analysis. Chicago: Rand McNally. 

Eldersveld, Samuel J. (1982) Political Parties in
American Society. New York: Basic Books.

Eliassen, K.A. and Svåsand, L. (1975) ‘The formation
of mass political organizations: An analytical frame-
work’, Scandinavian Political Studies, 10: 95–121.

Gunther, R. and Diamond, L. (2003) ‘Species of political
parties: A new typology’, Party Politics, 9: 167–99.

Hopkin, J. and Paolucci, C. (1999) ‘The business firm
model of party organisation: Cases from Spain and
Italy’, European Journal of Political Research, 35: 307–39.

Katz, R.S. (1996) ‘Party organizations and finance’, in
L. LeDuc, R. Niemi, and P. Norris (eds), Comparing
Democracies. Elections and Voting in Global Perspective.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, pp. 107–33.

Katz, R.S. and Mair, P. (1993) ‘The evolution of party
organizations in Europe: The three faces of party
organization’, W. Crotty (ed.), ‘Political parties in
a changing age’, American Review of Politics, 14:
539–617.

Katz, R.S. and Mair, P. (1995) ‘Changing models of
party organization and party democracy: The emer-
gence of the cartel party’, Party Politics, 1: 5–28.

Katz, R.S. and Mair, P. (1996) ‘Cadre, catch-all or
cartel? A rejoinder’, Party Politics, 2(4): 525–34.

Katz, R.S. and Mair, P. (2002) ‘The ascendancy of the
party in public office: Party organizational change
in twentieth-century democracies’, in R. Gunther,
J. Montero, and J. Linz (eds), Political Parties. Old
Concepts and New Challenges. Oxford: Oxford
University Press, pp. 113–35.

Kirchheimer, O. (1954a) ‘Notes on the political scene
in Western Germany’, World Politics, 6: 306–21.

Kirchheimer, O. (1954b) ‘Party structure and mass
democracy in Europe’, reprinted in F.S. Burin and
K.L. Shell (eds) (1969) Politics, Law and Social
Change: Selected Essays of Otto Kirchheimer. New
York: Columbia University Press, pp. 245–268.

Kirchheimer, O. (1957a) ‘The political scene in West
Germany’, World Politics, 9: 433–45.

Kirchheimer, O. (1957b) ‘The waning of opposition in
parliamentary regimes’, Social Research, 24: 127–56.

Kirchheimer, O. (1959) ‘Majorities and minorities in
Western European governments’, Western Political
Quarterly, XII: 492–510.

Kirchheimer, O. (1961) ‘German democracy in the
1950’s’, World Politics, 13: 254–66.

Kirchheimer, O. (1962) Lecture notes entitled ‘Political
Parties, April 17, 1962’, and ‘Elections, May 1,
1962’, pp. 1–13, box 2, 83.1, Kirchheimer Papers,
State University of New York at Albany.

Kirchheimer, O. (1964a) ‘The transformation of
European party systems’, paper prepared for the
Conference on Political Parties and Political

Development, Villa Falconieri, Frascati, Italy, 6–9
January, Box 2, 83.1, Kirchheimer Papers, State
University of New York at Albany.

Kirchheimer, O. (1964b) ‘Die Transformation des
Westeuropäischen Parteisystems’, box 2, 83.1,
Kirchheimer’s personal papers, German Intellectual
Emigré Collection, Department of Special Collections
and Archives, State University of New York at
Albany, pp. 1–6.

Kirchheimer, O. (1965) ‘Der Wandel des westeuropäis-
chen Parteisystems’, Politische Vierteljahresschrift,
6(1): 20–41.

Kirchheimer, O. (1966) The transformation of Western
European party systems’, in J. LaPalombara and
M. Weiner (eds), Political Parties and Political
Development. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, pp. 177–200.

Kirchheimer, O. (n.d.) ‘Parties, interest groups, elec-
tions’, lecture notes, pp. 26–43, box 2, 83.1,
Kirchheimer Papers, State University of New York
at Albany.

Kitschelt, Herbert (1994) The Transformation of
European Social Democracy. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press. 

Koole, R. (1996) ‘Cadre, catch-all or cartel? A comment
on the notion of the cartel party’, Party Politics,
2: 507–24.

Krouwel, A. (1999) The catch-all party in Western Europe
1945–1990. A study in arrested development. Doctoral
dissertation, Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam.

Krouwel, A. (2003) ‘Otto Kirchheimer and the catch-
all party’, West European Politics, 26(2): 23–40.

Lehmbruch, G. (1974) ‘A non-competitive pattern of
conflict management in liberal democracies: the case
of Switzerland, Austria and Lebanon’, in K. McRae
(ed.), Consociational Democracy. Political Accommodation
in Segmented Societies. Toronto: McClelland and
Stewart, pp. 90–7.

Lenin, V.I. (1961) ‘What is to be done? Burning ques-
tions of our movement’, in V.I. Lenin, Collected
Works, Vol. 5. Moscow: Foreign Languages Pub-
lishing House, pp. 347–530.

Lijphart, A. (1968) The Politics of Accommodation.
Pluralism and Democracy in the Netherlands, Berkeley:
University of California Press.

Lijphart, A. (1974) ‘The Netherlands: The rules of the
game’, in K. McRae (ed.), Consociational Democracy.
Political Accommodation in Segmented Societies.
Toronto: McClelland and Stewart.

Lipset, S.M. (1964) The changing class structure and
contemporary European politics’, in Daedalus,
93(1): 271–303.

Lipset, S.M. and Rokkan, S. (eds) (1967) Party Systems
and Voter Alignments: Cross-national Perspectives.
New York: Free Press.

Lohmar, Ulrich (1963) Innerparteiliche Demokratie,
Eine Untersuchung der Verfassungswirklichkeit poli-
tischer Parteien in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland.
Stuttgart: Ferdinand Enke.

HANDBOOK OF PARTY POLITICS268

22-Katz-3336-Ch-21.qxd  11/22/2005  8:22 PM  Page 268



Mair, P. (1997) Party System Change. Approaches and
Interpretations. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Michels, R. (1962) Political Parties: A Sociological Study
of the Oligarchical Tendencies of Modern Democracy.
New York: Free Press.

Mintzel, Alf (1984) Die Volkspartei: Typus und
Wirklichkeit. Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag.

Neumann, S. (ed.) (1956) Modern Political Parties. Approaches
to Comparative Politics. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press.

Ostrogorski, Mosei (1902) Democracy and the
Organization of Political Parties. London: Macmillan
and Company.

Panebianco, A. (1988) Political Parties: Organization and
Power. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Pizzorno, A. (1964) ‘The individualistic mobilization
of Europe’, Daedalus, 93(1): 199–224.

Pomper, Gerald M. (1992) ‘Concepts of political par-
ties’, Journal of Theoretical Politics, 4(2): 143–59.

Puhle, H.-J. (2002) ‘Still the age of catch-allism?
Volksparteien and Parteienstaat in crisis and
re-equilibration’, in R. Gunther, J. Montero and J. Linz
(eds), Political Parties. Old Concepts and New Challenges.
Oxford, Oxford University Press, pp. 58–83.

Rueschemeyer D., Stephens, E.H. and Stephens J.D.
(1992) Capitalist Development and Democracy.
Cambridge: Polity Press.

Sartori, G. (ed.) (1984) Social Science Concepts. A Systemic
Analysis. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage Publications.

Sartori, G. (1987) The Theory of Democracy Revisited,
Part One. Chatham, NJ: Chatham House.

Schlesinger, Joseph A. (1965) ‘The nucleus of party
organization’, in James G. March, Handbook of
Organizations. Chicago: Rand McNally, pp. 775–86.

Schlesinger, Joseph A. (1984) ‘On the theory of party
organization’, Journal of Politics, 46: 369–400.

Schmidt, M.G. (1985) ‘Allerweltsparteien in
Westeuropa’, Leviathan, 13: 329–54.

Schmidt, M.G. (1989) ‘“Allerweltsparteien” und
“Verfall der Opposition” – Ein Beitrag zu Kirch-
heimers Analysen westeuropäischer Parteien-

systeme’, in W. Luthardt, and A. Söllner,
Verfassungsstaat, Souveränität, Pluralismus: Otto
Kirchheimer zum Gedächtnis. Opladen: Westdeutscher
Verlag, pp. 173–82.

Schumpeter, Joseph A. (1942) Capitalism, Socialism
and Democracy. New York: Harper & Row.

Seiler, D.-L. (1984a) ‘De la classification des partis
politiques’, Res Publica, XXVII: 59–86.

Seiler, D.-L. (1984b) ‘Une généalogie des organisa-
tions des partis’, Res Publica, XXVI: 119–41.

Seiler, D.-L. (1993) Les Partis Politiques. Paris: Armand
Colin.

Smith, G. (1989) ‘Core persistence, system change
and the “peoples party”’, West European Politics,
12(4): 157–68.

Ware, A. (1985) The Breakdown of Democratic Party
Organization. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Ware, A. (ed.) (1987) Political Parties: Electoral Change
and Structural Response. Oxford: Basil Blackwell.

Ware, A. (1996) Political Parties and Party Systems.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Weber, M. (1925) Grundriss der Sozialökonomik, III.
Abteilung Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft. Tübingen:
Mohr Verlag.

Wildavsky, Aaron B. (1959) ‘A methodological
critique of Duverger’s political parties’, Journal of
Politics, 21: 313–18.

Wolinetz, Steven B. (1979) ‘The transformation of
Western European party systems revisited’, West
European Politics, 2(1): 4–28.

Wolinetz, Steven B. (1991) ‘Party system change: The
catch-all thesis revisited’, West European Politics,
14(1): 113–28.

Wolinetz, Steven B. (2002) ‘Beyond the catch-all
party: Approaches to the study of parties and party
organization in contemporary democracies’, in
R. Gunther, J. Montero and J. Linz (eds), Political
Parties. Old Concepts and New Challenges. Oxford:
Oxford University Press, pp. 136–65.

Wright, William E. (ed.) (1971) A Comparative Study of
Party Organization. Columbus, OH: Merrill. 

PARTY MODELS 269

22-Katz-3336-Ch-21.qxd  11/22/2005  8:22 PM  Page 269



One of the problematic aspects of the study of
party organizations has been how to account
for the undoubted differences between
American parties and many of the European
parties. Of course, taking account of unusual
and distinctive institutions is something with
which comparative political analysis must deal
all the time, but the search for suitable analytic
frameworks for party organizations that
embrace those in the United States has been
hampered by three quite specific factors.

First, there is the impact of what might be
termed the ideology of ‘American exceptional-
ism’ on the American political science commu-
nity. The Tocquevillian idea that American
society was different from other societies, and
that consequently its politics was also unique,
was a powerful one. Too often the assumption
that those exceptional values had a direct effect
on organizational forms the parties developed
has been held uncritically. Rossiter’s (1960: 37)
unsubstantiated claim was typical of a way of
thinking; having identified a number of what
he claimed were unique aspects of American
politics (including local bossism), he noted
‘Nowhere in the world . . . is there a pattern of
politics anything like ours’.

Secondly, among European political scien-
tists there has been much misunderstanding
as to how American parties operate. Duverger,
for example, understood American parties to
be the counterpart of the early cadre parties in
Europe – that is, a grouping of notabilities (or
elites) who come together to prepare for elec-
tions. There are similarities that are evident in
many respects, but with one important excep-
tion. In Europe the attitude of the notabilities
to those they recruited to perform campaign-
ing tasks was that they were not in any real

sense participants in the party; in the parties
that developed in the United States in the
Jacksonian era widespread popular participa-
tion in parties was understood as the very
cornerstone of democracy. 

Thirdly, until the 1980s (and possibly later)
relatively little was known about party organi-
zations outside the United States and the larger
countries in Western Europe. Although there
were a few interesting attempts to broaden the
range of parties incorporated into comparative
analysis – such as that by Epstein (1964) in the
case of Canada – until recently most studies
focused on a much restricted range of party
organizations in liberal democracies. The result
was analytic frameworks that tended to juxta-
pose the electoral campaign-oriented American
organizations with the supposedly policy-
oriented, internally democratic, parties of which
the European socialist parties were the most out-
standing example (Wright, 1971). This reinforced
the idea that American parties were, in some
sense, different from most parties elsewhere,
especially in that ‘the ideological or policy clari-
fication and goal definition function is rejected’
(Wright, 1971: 33). Thus, American parties have
often been treated as a type of party that is non-
ideological, although Gerring’s (1998) research
has demonstrated there has been a pronounced
ideological component to American national
election campaigns since the 1830s.

Among them, these three factors have con-
tributed to a misunderstanding of the relation-
ship between the American parties and many
European parties. Moreover, some political
scientists have simply given up on the attempt
to incorporate the former into a comparative
framework; Panebianco (1988: xv) famously
excluded American parties from his analysis
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by asserting that the factors affecting their
emergence and development were different,
but without discussing what the difference
actually was. This chapter seeks to outline the
main differences in party organizational struc-
ture in the USA, to consider the various expla-
nations that might be given for those
differences, and to explore the problems of
incorporating American parties into some of
the more popular analytic frameworks.

THE MAIN DIFFERENCES BETWEEN
AMERICAN PARTY ORGANIZATIONS

AND THOSE OF OTHER PARTIES

Many of the supposedly distinctive features of
American parties are evident elsewhere. The
‘exceptional’ nature of American parties tends
to lie in the extent to which some of these
features have been developed and also in the
particular combination of features prominent
in the American parties. Four main differences
are especially important in the contemporary
United States.

Extensive legal control of parties

From the advent of mass-based parties in the
1830s until the late 1880s there was virtually no
legal control. Parties issued their own ballot
papers at elections, they controlled their own
nomination procedures, they determined the
structure of their own organizations, and so
on. Beginning with the adoption of the official
ballot (known in America as the ‘Australian
ballot’) by most states at the end of the 1880s,
extensive legal control of party activities com-
menced. From early in the 20th century most
states required major parties to use the direct
primary election as the system for nominating
candidates for public office, and these parties
were also required to have a particular kind of
organizational structure, in which the lowest
echelons of the party were also directly elected
in publicly administered elections.

From a largely unregulated party system, the
United States had moved rapidly to one that
had the most extensive legal regulation of all
liberal democracies. Some political scientists
have seen this as being one of the most distinc-
tive aspects of American parties; Epstein (1986:
Chapter 6) has argued that parties are con-
ceived in the United States as a kind of public
utility, rather than a wholly private form of
organization. However, it is important to recog-
nize that the difference is partly a matter of

degree; a number of other countries require
their parties to operate within a particular legal
framework. (In Germany, for instance, a party
must be democratic – although the courts rarely
venture into the potential minefield as to what
counts as democratic.) Moreover, some party-
related activities that are not controlled by
statute in the United States – an example being
the forms of electioneering that are permissible –
are regulated elsewhere, with particular prac-
tices being banned.

The absence of a dues-paying
membership

In many countries the link between the would-
be participant in a party and that party became
primarily one of formal membership. That is,
the party formally enrolled its activists, often
after a trial period in which they were associ-
ated with the party; on joining the party, the
member would be liable to pay dues annually
to the party, and he or she could be removed
from the party as a result of activities held to be
incompatible with membership. Members had
rights to be involved in certain procedures –
such as the nomination of candidates – that
non-members did not. The original exemplar
of the membership model had been the
German Social Democratic party, though the
general model was adopted by most socialist
parties. In turn, and as Duverger (1959) had
observed, other parties in Europe started to
make use of the device of the fee-paying mem-
ber, even though they did not always grant
extensive formal powers to their members.

By contrast, in the United States, neither
major party developed this kind of structure.
Before the introduction of legal regulation, the
question of who could become involved in a
party’s activities was not a matter that was
policed rigorously, although those known to
have supported the opposing party recently
might be excluded from the relevant meetings –
by force, if necessary. After the introduction of
devices like the direct primary, it became diffi-
cult to identify party ‘traitors’ and hence
exclude them from activities such as candidate
selection – even in states that opted for so-
called ‘closed primaries’. In practice, therefore,
today the American parties have ‘members’
who differ from the dues-paying members of
most parties, in that they are entirely self-
selected. However, as with legal regulation, the
absence of a dues-paying membership is not
unique to American parties; for example, the
two largest Canadian parties, the Liberals and
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the Progressive Conservatives, for most of the
20th century did not enrol members in this way.

Highly decentralized party structures

Even when they started out as decentralized
structures, as in France, with power residing
among locally based leaders, over time most
parties centralized a number of key activities.
National parties might still leave control over
certain functions to local units – for example,
the selection of parliamentary candidates in the
case of the British Conservatives – but many
functions came to be controlled at the centre. In
the United States, there was no such centraliza-
tion. Not only did the power of nomination con-
tinue to rest at the local level, but those who
were elected to public office could remain
largely independent of their fellow party repre-
sentatives, providing they retained the loyalty
of their local voters. Furthermore, over time
power within the nomination process has
become even more decentralized. In the 19th
century it was the county-wide party organiza-
tions that were normally the most important
actors in that process. With the advent of televi-
sion campaigning, individual candidates could
assume that role; after the 1960s increasingly at
all levels of office candidates’ own organiza-
tions became the main structures deployed both
in nomination contests and in general elections.

While this feature does mark a difference
with many other parties, it is important not to
exaggerate that difference. First, there are some
significant centralizing tendencies in American
parties. For example, the ability of major politi-
cians to raise large sums of money that they
can then disperse to likely challengers from
their party creates informal links of obligation
that tie otherwise independent political actors
to each other. Consequently, crude versions of
the ‘business firm’ model of parties tend to
overemphasize the autonomy American politi-
cians have in office. Not only must they keep
the local interests in their own electoral coali-
tion content, they also operate in an environ-
ment where major opponents in their party
might be able to help resource a primary chal-
lenge to them; for instance, the behaviour of
Republican moderates in the House over the
Clinton impeachment becomes inexplicable
unless this factor is recognized. (For a version
of the model that does not make this kind of
mistake, see Schlesinger, 1985.) Secondly, not
all the other democracies displayed an early
tendency towards centralization in their party
structures. France, for example, did not; it was
not until the incentives provided by the switch

to a semi-presidential system in the Fifth
Republic that the essentially local nature of
French parties was transformed. Thirdly, per-
sonal campaign organizations are not unique
to American parties. They are also found in
those electoral systems that tend to pit differ-
ent members of a party against each other – for
example, the single transferable vote (as used
in Ireland) and the single non-transferable vote
(as used in Japan before the mid-1990s).

The non-programmatic nature of
party competition

American parties do not develop policy pro-
grammes within their organizations, nor do they
campaign on the basis of such a programme at
elections. The policy platforms that are pub-
lished before an election are general in nature,
do not constitute a kind of promise to the elec-
torate, and the party’s candidates are not bound
to support it. Consequently, these platforms
receive little attention in the campaign. Because
they do not develop policy, the parties lack the
kinds of research units within their organiza-
tions that might develop policy programmes.

However, this different approach to cam-
paigning does not mean that American parties
are non-ideological – a charge frequently raised
against them. Gerring’s (1998) systematic analy-
sis of presidential election campaigns shows
that, once mass-oriented parties emerged, there
have been clear differences between the two
main parties in the ideological appeals they
make to voters. Those appeals have changed
over time, but ever since the 1830s there has
been electoral competition based on ideology
between the parties. Moreover, the non-
programmatic style is one that is not unique to
the United States; it is common in those presi-
dential elections where, at some point in the
electoral process, the winning candidate has got
to secure the votes of more than half of those
voting. This requirement tends to discourage
policy programmes – partly because, at least
formally, legislation is not the responsibility of
the elected chief executive, and partly because
the size of coalition needed to win a presidential
election may be so great that it becomes difficult
to construct detailed winning programmes.

WHAT ARE THE CAUSES OF
THE DIFFERENCES?

While most commentators agree on the differ-
ences between American party organizations and
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organizations elsewhere, there is considerable
disagreement as to what the causes of those dif-
ferences are. That disagreement includes the
question of whether there is one main cause of
‘exceptionalism’, or several unrelated causes of
that apparent phenomenon.

Anti-party political values

Many American political scientists subscribe to
the Tocquevillian view that the origins of the
distinctive party structures lie in unique politi-
cal values, though few now articulate the more
general argument associated with an earlier
generation that it was a whole set of excep-
tional political values and practices that the
United States acquired (Rossiter, 1960). Rather
it is a particular argument that is now often
invoked to account for most of the observed
differences – namely that in the United States
there has always been at least an ambivalence,
and at worst outright hostility, to political par-
ties. It is argued that anti-partyism can account
directly for the introduction of a compulsory
legal framework imposed upon the major par-
ties; that in turn meant that membership-based
parties were neither possible nor necessary,
and they were under less pressure to become
programmatic. Even the decentralized state of
the parties might be understood as a response
to the unpopularity of parties – keeping them
decentralized (and hence more low-profile)
made it less likely that they would stir up yet
more antagonism among mass publics.

In the last two decades, when survey evi-
dence indicates that parties certainly did
become less popular than they had been, the
argument from anti-partyism has been much
used in accounting for the distinctiveness of
party organizations (see, for example, Katz and
Kolodny, 1994: 26–7; Pomper, 1992: 132–4;
Wattenberg, 1991: 32–4). The argument has an
obvious appeal but there are three main objec-
tions to it that suggest it is of limited utility.

First, in spite of frequent assertions that anti-
partyism is stronger in American politics (or,
perhaps, permeates politics there more deeply),
there is no available cross-national survey data
of either political elites or mass publics to
demonstrate that this is true. There are also
plenty of examples of periods in European
countries when anti-partyism was strong, so
that it is an explanation that is far from self-
evident. Secondly, even if it could be demon-
strated that, for much of the 20th century,
anti-party sentiments were more prevalent in
America than elsewhere, it remains the case that
American party structures became established

in the 1830s, and that for more than 60 years
parties were at the centre of social and political
life (McCormick, 1986; Silbey, 1991). Arguments
that somehow earlier deep-rooted anti-partyism
(of a kind usually associated with Madison)
somehow just got submerged in this period,
only to resurface later, are unconvincing – unless
a firm link can be established between different
periods of anti-partyism, and so far it has not
been. Thirdly, although it is often argued that
anti-partyism was responsible for the legal reg-
ulation of party nominating procedures, and
the subsequent adoption of the direct primary,
the evidence actually points in a different direc-
tion. As with the earlier adoption of the
Australian ballot, it was party politicians,
rather than anti-party reformers, who were at
the forefront of moves for legislation. Their
motivation was usually the desire to modernize
practices that no longer worked well, and such
reforms could not be effected through party
rules, with the law being the only way of doing
so (Ware, 2002).

The decentralization of
the American state

Party organizations tend to develop structures
that reflect the structure of governmental insti-
tutions they are attempting to control. As
Finegold (1995: 29) observed of the impact of
American local government reform at the end
of the 19th century: ‘The structure of local
party organization reflected the structure of
local government. Governmental consolida-
tion encouraged party consolidation, and gov-
ernmental fragmentation encouraged party
fragmentation.’ More generally, the point
could be made that in a state that had the sep-
aration of powers, federalism, and, after the
Jacksonian era, a very large number of directly
elected public offices, a decentralized party
structure was inevitable. However, by itself,
this kind of argument is insufficient – it cannot
account for the absence of a phenomenon
evident in some Canadian provinces. There, one
of the effects of the pressures of federalism has
been the formal separation of the federal and
the provincial parties, and, in some cases, also
the successful formation of parties that com-
pete at the provincial level but not at the fed-
eral level. With only a few minor exceptions, in
the United States the same parties have
engaged in competition for all levels of office.

Consequently, an argument from the impact
of governmental fragmentation has to be used
in conjunction with an argument from the
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development of a national political career
structure in America (Watts, 1987). Two features
of this are relevant in this context. Unlike
Canadian provincial politicians, state politi-
cians often run for federal office (and, less fre-
quently, the opposite career move also occurs).
However, while at all levels of office individual
politicians have their own base of electoral
support, the US Congress and most state legis-
latures organize their business around parties;
it is parties that make committee assignments,
for example. Although some political careers
have been sustained by politicians who chose
not to align themselves with either of the major
parties, there are strong incentives not to do
this. The result is a near-monopoly enjoyed by
the two parties at all levels of partisan contest.

The development of mass political
organizations before urbanization

This is an argument about the effect of changes
of scale in the polity – changes that could
account for the pressure to adopt an extensive
legal framework for the parties. That in turn
would account for the failure of membership-
based parties to emerge. American parties
began mobilizing mass electorates (almost
exclusively white and male) in the 1830s in a
country that consisted mainly of small towns
and rural areas. In such a society formal rules of
participation were often unnecessary, and the
proceedings of parties at all levels were largely
informal – relying on tradition and convention
to resolve disputes. This was a face-to-face
society in which order could be maintained in
the party without recourse to formal rules, and
many state parties did not have written rules.
With population growth electoral districts
became larger, and with mass immigration it
was no longer the case that this was mainly a
polity in which participants in a party knew
each other. Consequently, abuses of political
procedures increased, so that many party elites
had an incentive to attempt to reform their
parties. The classic example of this is the party
ballot. Intra-party disputes about nominations
could lead to rival candidates for local offices
being run at general elections, with alternative
ballots being issued to voters. This produced
relatively high levels of ticket splitting, a prac-
tice that party elites within a county usually
wished to minimize. With the introduction of
the Australian ballot at the end of the 1880s, a
reform supported by many of those elites,
ticket splitting was reduced in the following
decade (Reynolds and McCormick, 1986).

This third argument holds that one key
difference between the United States and other
liberal democracies is that mass party struc-
tures elsewhere had to deal with problems
associated with larger scale at their inception.
Thus one of the consequences of democratiza-
tion preceding urbanization in America was
that large parties, mobilizing mass electorates,
could develop without formal internal rules
and procedures. In conjunction with the decen-
tralized form of the state, these parties could
operate effectively for a while without the kind
of structures that parties in other countries
would need later when they started mass elec-
toral mobilization. The American parties had
to address the problems associated with scale
eventually, but by that time there were already
structures containing political actors who had
a stake in maintaining certain aspects of the
status quo. That restricted the form that orga-
nizational change could then take – a point that
is compatible with Panebianco’s (1988) most
general argument about the constraints on
long-term change in party organizations.

The impact of presidential
government

A recent, and important, explanation for the
failure of American parties to develop a policy-
making role is that it was the result of how
the presidency developed under Franklin
Roosevelt. This is an argument most closely
associated with Milkis (1993: 5), who argued
that:

Roosevelt aimed at building a more progressive
form of government within the presidency, rather
than through a more permanent link between the
executive and legislature. This required extending
the personal and nonpartisan responsibility of the
president to the detriment of collective and parti-
san responsibility.

The expansion of federal government activity
in the 1930s could have been done in a way
compatible with a more programmatic role
for parties, but it was not. Not all political
scientists agree with Milkis that Roosevelt
actually intended to weaken parties. Coleman,
for example, argues that Roosevelt had a desire
for ‘more cohesive parties and for institu-
tional entrenchment of the New Deal, not sim-
ply a system of presidential aggrandizement’.
However, he too accepts that the effect of the
presidency developing in the way that it did
was to prevent the development of a policy
formation role for parties: ‘Institutionalizing
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New Deal reforms in the state would not build
a “party state” but would lead instead to a
diminished stature for party over time’.
(Coleman 1996: 59).

The main query to be raised about this kind
of argument is whether a de-basing of the role
of party in policy-making is something that is
always likely to happen in a presidential
system. Not only do presidential contests typi-
cally turn less on battles of rival programmes
than do parliamentary elections, because of the
need to construct a large electoral coalition, but
once in office presidents often have the
resources to develop policy semi-independently
of party colleagues in the legislature. Thus, the
differences that might be being explained by
this factor are more differences between the
role of parties in presidential and parliamen-
tary systems, rather than differences that are
peculiar to the United States.

The impact of competition from
other forms of party structure

An argument developed by Duverger (1959)
was that superior forms of party organization
would drive out inferior ones – the latter being
those that were less successful at mobilizing
mass electorates. Thus, according to him, mass
parties relying on formally enrolled members
had tended to replace cadre parties organized
around a small caucus – an argument rejected
by Epstein (1967), on the grounds that looser
forms of party organization were more flexible,
and more appropriate to new forms of election
campaigning. But can the absence of competi-
tion from membership-based parties account
for the failure of the major American parties to
develop this, or other forms, of party structure?

The answer is probably ‘no’. The alleged effi-
cacy of membership-based parties lay in their
ability both to reach a large number of poten-
tial voters, and to acquire resources to enable
themselves to carry out the activities associ-
ated with that. However, the American parties
had devised means of doing this in the 1830s
without formal membership. On the one hand,
elections were held frequently, and the parties
turned the activities associated with this regu-
lar vote mobilization into a form of participa-
tory recreation. This style of campaigning
started to decline towards the end of the 19th
century (see McGerr, 1986), but in the mean-
time it had contributed to a massive vote mobi-
lization for several decades. On other hand, the
use of the spoils system gave parties access to
resources through control of public office; they

simply did not need the income that membership
dues would have provided.

HOW DO AMERICAN PARTIES FIT
INTO SOME MODELS OF PARTY

STRUCTURES?

One of the consequences of the influence of the
three factors identified in the opening section
of this essay is that frameworks for analysing
party structures have often been devised into
which the American parties do not easily fit.
Certainly, this is true of three of the most
famous frameworks.

Cadre and mass parties

In their original form in the mid-19th century,
American parties could be said to exhibit fea-
tures of both cadre and mass parties. As
Scarrow (1996: 19) observes, ‘For Duverger a
true mass party is identified by its aspirations
to enrol a wide segment of supporters, and to
offer them year round opportunities for partic-
ipation’. However, this is precisely what
American parties did. The ethos of the political
system then was that political participation
was desirable in a polity, and that it should be
transmitted through the parties. Because so
many offices became elected during the 1830s,
and because terms of office were usually short,
most communities had at least one set of elec-
tions each year. In that era American parties
were engaged in mass activity much of the
time. In that sense they were not elitist institu-
tions. However, they were elitist in a different
sense – in that there were few formal decision-
making procedures by which organizational
leaders were selected. Leaders emerged from
the set of interpersonal relations within the
party, and for that reason it was appropriate
for Duverger to understand American parties
as a kind of cadre party. However, Duverger
also believed that mass parties were distin-
guished by their ‘formal enrolment proce-
dures’, and most definitely the American
parties lacked such procedures.

After the 1890s the major American parties
tended to lose some of their ‘mass’ characteris-
tics. Participatory activities during election
campaigns were replaced by ones in which
party supporters were more akin to spectators
(McGerr, 1986). During the Progressive era the
enthusiasm for as extensive a system of elec-
tive office as possible waned, and over the next
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century tenure of office also tended to increase.
The result was that activity in the parties
became much more intermittent than it had
been in the 19th century. Moreover, with the
move towards more candidate-centred styles
of campaigning, it became possible to see the
parties as being a kind of cadre party in which
the main political elites were the candidates
themselves (Ware, 1985: 14–15). Yet, with
respect to their origins, they do not fit easily
into either the cadre or the mass category.

Mass parties and catch-all parties

Yet another feature of Duverger’s concept of
the mass party poses difficulties when examin-
ing American parties. The mass party was the
‘representative of pre-defined sectors of
society’ (Katz and Mair, 1995: 7). Yet this was
precisely the role of American parties in the
19th century – they mobilized specific social
groups. What Thelen (1986: 23) says of
Missouri was true of most other states: ‘Parties
became the political arm of ethnic, religious
and sectional cultures. Each new group from
Europe joined the party opposite to the one
that had attracted its most bitter enemy from
their homeland’. However, there were three
differences between the social bases of parties
in the United States and those found in much
of Europe. First, class was not a source of party
mobilization in the two major parties, and
there were no large class-based mass parties.
Secondly, the decentralized nature of the
American parties meant that the same social
group might be mobilized by one party in one
city and by the other party in a different city, so
that nationally the parties’ social bases resem-
bled much more a mosaic than clear lines of
division. Thirdly, one of the effects of presiden-
tialism had been to provide a disincentive for
the formation of more than two major parties,
so that social groups tended to combine with
other groups in a given party, rather than
having a party of their own to promote their
interest.

During the 20th century the connections
between specific social groups and particular
parties became weaker, thereby furthering the
popular impression that American parties
sought votes from wherever they could obtain
them. Thus, when Kirchheimer (1966) introduced
the idea of the ‘catch-all’ party that was replac-
ing the mass party in Europe, it was mislead-
ingly seen as an aspect of the ‘Americanization
of European politics’ (Katz and Mair, 1995: 8).
What was correct about this view was that since

the end of the 19th century American parties
had had to pursue more of a catch-all strategy as
social group links started to weaken. What was
misleading was that the American experience
had actually been remarkably similar to the
European – except that the change to a more
‘catch-all’ approach to election campaigning
had occurred about six decades earlier. Until the
1890s American parties had largely won elec-
tions by mobilizing the party faithful, rather
than by engaging in ‘catch-all’ strategies.

Catch-all and cartel parties

One of the most recent models of parties, the
cartel party, sees parties as becoming part of the
state. The ‘parties still compete, but they do so
in the knowledge that they share with their
competitors a mutual interest in collective orga-
nizational survival and, in some cases, even the
limited incentive to compete has actually been
replaced by a positive incentive not to compete’
(Katz and Mair, 1995: 19–20). Such parties draw
many of the resources they need from the state
directly (in the case of financial subventions) or
indirectly (in the case of access to publicly con-
trolled television channels). However, if this is
a new form of party model, dating perhaps
from 1970, then it must be admitted that in the
case of the United States some of the features of
the cartel party were more evident in the 19th
century than they are now. Certainly, the par-
ties then used control of government to gener-
ate the contracts and jobs that were the
lifeblood of the party. Although they competed
fiercely against each other for spoils, when their
mutual interests were threatened they worked
together to keep out other parties. For example,
following the introduction of the Australian
ballot one of the most persistent problems
facing third parties was actually to get on to the
official ballot; in many states rules were
designed to make it difficult for these parties to
mount a challenge. Moreover, legislatures were
usually organized in such a way as to disad-
vantage representatives of other parties.

This is not to say that the cartel party is not a
useful concept, nor to deny that in many
respects there is growing evidence of recent co-
option of the state by parties – even by parties in
the United States. However, there is a case for
arguing that some aspects of cartelization were
to be found in America in an earlier era, and this
exposes further the need for party models to be
more sensitive to the particular development of
American parties. That development resembles
many aspects of party development elsewhere,
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but there are also important differences – and
those differences are not always the ones to
which commentators draw attention.
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INTRODUCTION

Movements, interest groups, and parties are
the main vehicles of political interest articula-
tion and intermediation. Students of political
parties do not commonly employ the notion of
‘movement party’ as a formal concept with a
specific terminological content. To supply such
content is the first task of this chapter. In a
nutshell, I characterize the transition from
movement to party as one in which political
entrepreneurs change the institutional setting
in which they operate and make investments in
an organizational infrastructure of collective
action as well as procedures of social choice
that create collective preference schedules
(‘party programs’). Political entrepreneurs in
movement parties shift to the institutional site
of partisan electoral competition without mak-
ing requisite investments in overcoming chal-
lenges of collective action and social choice
that party politicians encounter in electoral
and legislative arenas. I then sketch theoretical
arguments accounting for the conditions under
which political entrepreneurs switch from
extra-institutional movements to movement
parties as their primary vehicle to bring soci-
etal interests to bear on policy-making. Next, I
turn to the circumstances that induce politi-
cians to convert movement parties into politi-
cal parties pure and simple or to stick to the
movement party hybrid. The remaining two
sections illustrate the general theoretical con-
siderations with two applications. The first of
these discusses the trajectory of ecological
parties, one variant of a broader party family I
have called ‘left-libertarian’ parties. Many of
such parties originate in social movements

and, at least initially, choose organizational
forms that embody principles of ‘movement
parties’. The second application is concerned
with what can very broadly be termed the far
right in the party systems of advanced postin-
dustrial democracies. Although such parties
do not typically originate in social protest
movements, right-wing political entrepreneurs
have a tendency to adopt organizational
models and tactics consistent with the analyti-
cal type of movement party. But like ecology
parties, they then face challenges that compel
them to reconsider their organizational forms
and programmatic appeals or face electoral
demise.

MOVEMENTS, PARTIES, AND
MOVEMENT PARTIES

It is a well-known problem that the boundaries
between different modes of collective political
interest articulation figuring under the rubrics
of movements, interest groups, and parties
are empirically fuzzy (cf. Burstein, 1998).
Nevertheless, we can identify conceptual types
that are more or less approximated by empiri-
cal manifestations. At least two dimensions of
properties allow us to differentiate modes of
interest articulation in democratic polities:
institutional and functional criteria.

First, actors advance collective interests in
three different institutional arenas through dis-
tinct types of practices. If they participate in
institutions of territorial democratic representa-
tion through competitive multi-candidate elec-
tions to legislatures, teams of candidates for
electoral office and their supporters form political
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parties. If they band together to influence and
bargain with politicians in legislative and exec-
utive institutions through the provision of infor-
mation, persuasion, financial contributions to
parties within the bounds of legality, or the
credible threat of withdrawing electoral support
from electoral office-holders, they constitute
interest groups. Finally, if they resort to ‘street
politics’ of protest and disruption in pursuit of a
collective purpose outside or against the institu-
tionalized channels of political communication
and politicians inserted in them – whether in
a non-violent or a violent fashion – they partici-
pate in political movements (cf. Della Porta
and Diani, 1999: 13–16). Empirical organized
vehicles of collective interest mobilization may
practice all three strategies, but each with a
characteristically different profile of emphasis
on protest, influence through institutional chan-
nels, or electoral contestation.

Second, borrowing from Aldrich (1995), we
may distinguish vehicles of political interest
mobilization not according to institutional, but
functional criteria by the extent to which such
vehicles invest in solutions to problems of collec-
tive action and problems of social choice. The coor-
dination of collective action in time and space
requires resources such as human labor and
capital equipment that organize social commu-
nication, induce participation, and effect coop-
eration among members of a large constituency
of potential contributors. Organizations exert
power by conferring the capacity to mobilize
people in disruptive action, lobbying, or voting
on a constituency and its leaders. But the extent
to which entrepreneurs mobilize resources for
political organization varies across practices of
collective interest articulation.

Social movements geared to disruptive
protest build little organizational structure to
solve problems of collective action. They there-
fore have a limited spatio-temporal reach and
can bring together large numbers of partici-
pants only for short periods of time. Interest
groups and political parties, in contrast,
embody greater investments in organizational
structure that extend their spatio-temporal
reach. They define membership roles, predictable
contributions to the organizational effort
(member fees, fund drives), an organizational
structure with a division of labor among polit-
ical professionals, and a chain of command,
whether its members are recruited by election
or appointment.

In functional terms,1 political entrepreneurs
make investments in enhancing collective
action capabilities only if such efforts and
resource expenditures are warranted in order

to reach collective objectives.2 This is the case
where entrepreneurs anticipate that the salient
objectives of collective mobilization amount
not to a single-shot collective decision – e.g.
abolish child labor, enfranchise women, prevent
the stationing of nuclear armed missiles – but a
temporally sustained and spatially extensive
mobilization of constituencies whose pursuit
requires continuous refinement and updating of
specific objectives. The issue of child labor turns
into that of industrial relations more generally,
that of nuclear arms into the issue of defense
policy, and so forth.

Political entrepreneurs overcome problems
of social choice if they construct a single collec-
tive preference schedule over jointly pursued
objectives in a collective mobilizational effort,
even though each individual participant may
subscribe to a somewhat divergent individual
preference schedule over salient collective
goals. Just as the solution of collective action
problems, the production of a collective prefer-
ence schedule requires labor and capital
resources assembled in organizational struc-
tures to coerce or bribe members’ compliance
with collective objectives, or to sustain a par-
ticipatory process of interest aggregation that
commands the voluntary compliance of all
constituency members involved. The collective
preference schedule, manifested in organiza-
tional ideologies and policy programs, is the
result of hard organizational labor and deep
resource investments distributed over an often
protracted collective process of learning.

Again in functional terms, entrepreneurs
invest in the construction of a complex collective
preference schedule over manifold objectives
that overcomes the problem of individual pref-
erence heterogeneity only if salient collective
objectives cannot be decomposed into separable
modules and ‘contracted out’ to independent
vehicles of interest mobilization. In other words,
entrepreneurs incur the transaction costs of
organizing compliance around a complex set of
collective objectives only if each salient collective
objective is interdependent with every other
salient collective objective. Analytically, social
movements and interest groups simplify
problems of social choice and thus reduce
organizational transaction costs by isolating
decomposable collective objectives. They lower
the cost of organizational compliance building
by focusing on relatively simple objectives: envi-
ronmental protection, but not population con-
trol; wage bargaining, but not abortion rights. By
contrast, if entrepreneurs mobilize around com-
plex, intrinsically interdependent collective
objectives, they form political parties.
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So far, I have developed only (1) a semantic
convention of how to name efforts of collective
mobilization with different investments in
solving problems of social choice and collec-
tive action, and (2) a task structure based logic
that gives rational political entrepreneurs
incentives to choose a particular mode of
mobilization from the available menu (Table
23.1). Interestingly, the resulting fourfold table
leaves a cell that is rarely discussed in theories
of political mobilization, but may sometimes
play an important role. Where individuals
invest resources in the refinement of collective
objectives, such as the development of political
programs and ideologies, but then do not orga-
nize collective action in operational terms, they
constitute the ‘organic intellectuals’ (Antonio
Gramsci) of a societal constituency that may
orient collective action, once other leaders step
in and organize interest groups and parties.3

The interesting theoretical problem that leads
us to the issue of ‘movement parties’ now con-
sists in examining the interface between func-
tional, i.e. task structure related, and institutional
incentives for choosing different collective mobi-
lizational vehicles. Functional incentives may
direct political entrepreneurs toward one mode
of mobilization (say, movements), but empiri-
cally they choose another (say, political parties).
Why would such discrepancies occur? And
what happens empirically when political entre-
preneurs choose an organizational form that
expresses a mismatch between institutional
arena and functional profile of movement
demands? For example, what happens if social
movement entrepreneurs who address spatio-
temporally discrete and substantively separable
stakes therefore invest little in solving problems
of collective action and social choice, but never-
theless enter the field of party competition?

Before addressing these questions in the next
two sections, let me introduce another set of
linguistic conventions that label all the logi-
cally feasible configurations with a mismatch

between functional incentives of a task struc-
ture to invest in an organizational infrastruc-
ture of collective social choice on the one hand,
and institutional incentives to coordinate
around a particular mode of collective mobi-
lization, on the other (Table 23.2). The ‘congru-
ent’ modes of mobilization run diagonally
from the top left (disruptive causes making
few investments in solving problems of collec-
tive action and social choice) to the bottom
right (causes that seek electoral representation
and invest both in solving problems of collec-
tive action and social choice). The object of this
chapter, however, ‘movement parties’, consti-
tute an incongruent option located in the top
right of the table.

Movement parties are coalitions of political
activists who emanate from social movements
and try to apply the organizational and strate-
gic practices of social movements in the arena
of party competition. This entails several
things. First of all, they make little investment
in a formal organizational party structure.
Movement parties may have no formal defini-
tion of the membership role. Anyone who
comes to a meeting or activity of the party is
considered a ‘member’ in the sense of entitle-
ment to participation (and voting on motions,
where it is called for). Movement parties also
lack extensive and intensive formal organiza-
tional coverage. They lack a staff of paid pro-
fessionals and a physical infrastructure of
communication (offices, vehicles, etc.).

Second, social movement parties invest little
in the process of solving problems of social
choice. They lack an institutionalized system of
aggregating interests through designated
organs and officers with authority to formulate
binding decisions and commitments on behalf
of the party. The way movement parties
diverge from the institutionalized type, how-
ever, varies widely. At one extreme, movement
parties may be led by a charismatic leader with
a patrimonial staff and personal following
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Table 23.1 Functional challenges and modes of collective mobilization
Investments in solving problems of collective action

Generous Meager
(when spatio-temporal (when spatio-temporally
extension of collective discrete stakes)
stakes)

IInnvveessttmmeennttss GGeenneerroouuss Political parties Clubs of public
iinn  ssoollvviinngg ((wwhheenn  iinntteerrddeeppeennddeenntt intellectuals
pprroobblleemmss  ooff ssttaakkeess))
ssoocciiaall  cchhooiiccee

MMeeaaggeerr Interest groups Social movements
((sseeppaarraabbllee  ssttaakkeess))
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over which s/he exercises unconditional and
unquestioned control. At the other extreme,
movement parties may attempt to realize a
grassroots democratic, participatory coordina-
tion among activists. Here all relevant deci-
sions are taken in assemblies of activists and
implemented by delegates elected to very
short non-renewable tenure in representative
political offices, whether they are intra-party or
legislative. Both charismatic patrimonialism
and grassroots democracy lead to a capricious,
volatile and incomplete collective preference
schedule. Attention is devoted to a small set of
issues, while many others are neglected. The
pursuit of these salient objectives may be
inconsistent and contradictory.

Third, in terms of external political practice,
movement parties attempt a dual track by com-
bining activities within the arenas of formal
democratic competition with extra-institutional
mobilization. One day, legislators of such
parties may debate bills in parliamentary com-
mittees, but the next day, they participate in
disruptive demonstrations or the non-violent
occupation of government sites.

The transition from movement party to any
other form of party then involves investments
in either organizational structure or modes of
interest aggregation. Whether or not political
activists are ready to make these investments,
however, depends on circumstances discussed
below. Furthermore, exactly what it means that
politicians invest in organizational structure
and modes of preference aggregation depends
on exogenous factors such as technology
(modes of communication, transportation) and
human capital (e.g. level of education in an elec-
torate). The conventional model of the mass
membership party that was embodied by social-
ist workers’ parties and Christian confessional
parties in Europe from the late 19th to the last

third of the 20th century in this perspective
constitutes a specific expression of investments
wedded to an age with weak electronic mass
media and a comparatively uneducated popu-
lation by standards of the early 21st century.

FROM MOVEMENT TO
‘MOVEMENT PARTY’

There is no a priori guarantee that politicians
choose the ‘correct’ institutional arena, given
their objectives and their ability to make
investments in solving problems of collective
action and social choice. Why, then, would
social movements sometimes constitute move-
ment parties? At least four theories, outlined
below, have attempted answers to this ques-
tion. The last two are theoretically and empiri-
cally the most relevant for democratic polities.

First, the evolution of political forms may be
a matter of political learning through trial and error.
Social movement activists may realize that their
stakes really entail a comprehensive reorganiza-
tion of society rather than singular measures of
policy reform. As they develop broad-ranging
ideologies and programs, they clash with estab-
lished political parties on a wide variety of
political issues. Movement entrepreneurs at that
point may decide to enter the competitive elec-
toral arena with a new party.

Second, the transition from movement to
movement party may be a special case of a
game with incomplete and asymmetrical informa-
tion (Hug, 2001). Movement entrepreneurs
have ‘private information’ about the size of
the constituency that would support them,
were they to enter the arena of party competi-
tion with the movement’s political appeals.
Politicians in established parties may discount
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Table 23.2 Interfacing functional and institutional conditions in the choice of modes of collective
mobilization

Institutional arenas of collective action
Extra-institutional Influence Electoral
disruption politics representation

EExxtteenntt  ooff CCAA::  LLooww Social movements Reform Movement parties;
iinnvveessttmmeenntt SSCC::  LLooww movements charismatic politicians

iinn  ssoollvviinngg CCAA::  HHiigghh Militant interest Interest groups Special interest
pprroobblleemmss  ooff SSCC::  LLooww groups parties;
CCoolllleeccttiivvee clientelistic parties

AAccttiioonn  ((CCAA)) CCAA::  LLooww Militant Lobbying clubs Legislative clubs
oorr  SSoocciiaall SSCC::  HHiigghh intellectual clubs (‘cadre parties’)

CChhooiiccee  ((SSCC)) CCAA::  HHiigghh Revolutionary Syndicalist and Programmatic
SSCC::  HHiigghh organizations corporatist groups legislative parties
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the threat emanating from the entry of
movement entrepreneurs into the electoral
arena and not embrace the objectives sought
by such entrepreneurs because they do not
properly assess the magnitude of defection
from their own party in case of continued
intransigence. But the premise of the game-
theoretical model, namely the informational
advantage of external challengers, may be mis-
leading. If anything, conventional parties have
much better knowledge of the electoral land-
scape than their potential challengers because
they have the resources to collect information,
e.g. through opinion polls.

Third, whether or not movement entrepre-
neurs enter electoral politics depends on the
interplay between the intensity and salience of
their constituents in pursuit of the movement
interest and the barriers to entry created by elec-
toral laws and other formal or informal thresholds
that restrict the growth of a new challenger (e.g.
party finance, access to electronic mass media).
A movement entrepreneur will enter the arena
of party competition with some prospect of
success only if barriers to entry are sufficiently
low so that the expected electoral support level
provides a reasonable prospect of winning an
electoral quorum entitling the new party to
legislative representation. The entire literature
on electoral laws and party system format bears
on this question (cf. Taagepera and Shugart,
1989; Lijphart, 1994; Cox, 1997). Systems of pro-
portional representation with low thresholds of
representation are more forgiving and should
stimulate a greater proliferation of movement
parties with, at least initially, narrow issue
appeals than polities with high barriers to elec-
toral representation.

While the literature on party entry finds
evidence confirming this general hypothesis,
the amount of statistical variance explained by
electoral laws is often quite mediocre. The
number of parties and new party entry varies
substantially across similar electoral systems.
Furthermore, hardly anywhere does the num-
ber of relevant political parties approach Cox’s
formula of m+1, the number of candidates
elected in a district plus one.

This is where, fourth, spatial theory of party
competition, drawing on social and political
mobilization of conflicts of interest in society
(‘cleavages’) comes in. Only where an intensely
felt, salient political interest harbored by a
quantitatively significant constituency lacks
representation in the existing party system
are movement entrepreneurs likely to enter
the electoral arena. But in contrast to signal-
ing models in game theory, it is not ignorance

that prevents existing electoral parties from
competing for the newly mobilized con-
stituency, but a rational calculation of voter
trade-offs. Existing parties may refrain from try-
ing to win (or hold) voters motivated by hith-
erto unrepresented, but salient, issue positions
simply because they figure that such appeals
would alienate significant other elements of
their electoral constituency whose loss would
equal or outweigh the support of the newly
mobilized constituency.4

Social movement entrepreneurs may enter
electoral politics not necessarily with the ex
ante expectation to establish permanent par-
ties. It suffices that they think of their effort as
creating ‘blackmail parties’ (Sartori, 1976) that
force established parties to take the electoral
trade-offs of alternative programmatic appeals
and constituency representation seriously.
Movement parties are there to mix up the
legislative agenda and to get issues discussed
and decided that otherwise might be swept
under the carpet by established parties for fear
of dividing their own electorates.

Party formation then results from the inter-
play between the formal and informal barriers to
entry into the game of electoral competition
movement entrepreneurs encounter and the
intensity of hitherto unrepresented political inter-
ests in the existing spectrum of political parties.
Social movement parties are most likely to
appear where (1) collective interests are
intensely held by a large constituency willing
to articulate their demands through disruptive,
extrainstitutional activities, (2) established par-
ties make no effort to embrace such interests
for fear of dividing their own electoral con-
stituency and (3) the formal and informal
thresholds of political representation are
moderate to low.

PRESERVING OR ABANDONING THE
MODE OF MOVEMENT PARTY

When parties invest in organizational structure
and an extensive and intensive refinement of
their programmatic reach, they abandon the
mode of movement party in favor of one of the
remaining types listed in Table 23.2. What
makes the continued existence of movement
parties feasible or compels them to change by
penalty of extinction in case of resistance?
Three theoretical answers to this question have
inspired the literature.

The first is a principal–agent model and goes
as far back as 1911 (Michels, 1962), but also
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underlies more recent treatments such as
Panebianco (1988). According to this model,
the exigencies of electoral competition sooner
or later induce the entrepreneurs of the move-
ment party to abandon the interests of their
constituencies by choosing organizational
forms and strategies that are geared to the pur-
suit of votes and legislative office more than
constituency service and by toning down dis-
ruptive, extra-institutional protest in favor of
legislative politics of bargaining and election-
eering. A party leadership, supported by a pro-
fessional staff of functionaries, makes its peace
with the societal status quo, abandons or at
least waters down the unique organization and
objectives of the movement party and creates a
wide hiatus to political preferences and aspira-
tions of the rank-and-file activists and con-
stituencies. The main problem of this popular
theoretical argument is that it does not take
seriously multi-party electoral competition,
generating an exit option for voters and party
activists if they are dissatisfied with a leader-
ship. In a democracy, unaccountable agents
will find the ranks of their principals thinning
out. Increased gaps of representation result in
voter defection to other existing parties or the
entry of new challenging parties, contingent
upon institutional entry conditions. Because
incumbent politicians anticipate this reaction,
they stay sufficiently close to the heartbeat of
their constituencies so that radical dissenters
who exit usually can only take small elements
of an established party’s following with them.

A second theoretical strand makes a more
plausible argument why politicians invest in
addressing problems of collective action and
social choice. It builds on learning from insti-
tutional incentives.5 Legislatures are organs of
territorial representation that are not function-
ally constrained in their policy agenda. In a
system of territorial rather than functional rep-
resentation, anything and everything can
become a salient subject of the legislative
agenda. Passing the annual government
budget highlights the thematic diversification
of legislative politics and compels territorial
representatives to take a stance on a wide
range of issues. Parties and politicians there-
fore cannot easily refuse to develop positions
on large areas of the legislative schedule that
are salient to at least some other politicians and
their constituencies and instead confine them-
selves to a single or a small number of issues
on which they have an articulate position.
Social movement parties often experience
chaos of internal coordination when they are
compelled to articulate positions on issues

outside their primary purview. This appearance
of disarray and lack of internal coordination
may prompt voter defection from the party
and ultimately the movement party’s demise.
After winning a first round of elections on an
issue-specific ‘movement partisan’ appeal, in
preparation for subsequent rounds of competi-
tion it therefore often becomes imperative for
party politicians to generalize the party’s
appeal in programmatic-ideological terms. For
those critical minorities of rational voters who
are information misers, but respond to the pro-
grammatic cues set by parties and therewith
may often at the margin decide the difference
between victory and defeat of parties in elec-
tions, a moderately coherent party program
simplifies the act of electoral choice. Knowing
a party’s position in highly general left–right/
liberal–conservative terms and/or a few issue
positions enables such voters to predict the
parties’ positions on many other issues with-
out having to incur high search and informa-
tion costs. For rational information misers, it is
more attractive to vote for a predictable, coor-
dinated party than an unpredictable move-
ment party.

The institutional theory, like the principal–
agent theory, however, has the problem of
underpredicting the tenacity of movement
parties. While, in general, it may be true that
institutional cues may spell the demise of sin-
gle-issue or narrowly focused parties compet-
ing over multiple rounds of electoral politics,
there are counter-examples that illustrate the
occasional viability and resurgence of move-
ment parties. One way to fix this problem is to
bring in more institutional arguments, for
example about the ballot format and the candi-
date nomination procedures in electoral poli-
tics (cf. Carey and Shugart, 1995; Morgenstern,
2003), in order to account for greater or lesser
incentives for politicians to produce coherent
programmatic parties. But, as Morgenstern
(2003) shows, it may be necessary to bring in
the cleavage structure of a polity to account for
the diversity of party strategies in identical
institutional settings.

A third theory, therefore, builds on a spatial-
programmatic interpretation of party competi-
tion as a configuration of party alternatives
aligned in a very low-dimensional space of
programmatic party alternatives that capture
relevant salient issues (cf. Hinich and Munger,
1994). In direct contrast to the Michelsian
principal–agent model, it is the principals
themselves who indirectly compel the agents to
adjust their programmatic positions. They are
rewarded or punished based on their political
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achievements. In other words, the strategic
conduct of a movement party and its competi-
tors influences the preference distribution
among electorates. Voter preferences, in turn,
feed back into a party’s strategies by reward-
ing or punishing it in elections.

The support of militant organizational forms
and narrow, salient objectives that defy the
institutional incentives, practices, and ideolog-
ical justification depends on the strategic con-
figuration in which a movement party is
placed. Following Gamson (1990), let us distin-
guish the impact of movement politics accord-
ing to procedural and substantive gains, the
former indicating the inclusion of the move-
ment party in procedures of policy-making
(such as cabinet membership), the latter indi-
cating the change of policies salient to move-
ment parties in line with their objectives.
Perversely, the more a movement party
achieves in terms of procedural gains and/or
substantive policy change, the more it may
change its voters’ preferences or salient inter-
ests such that the party experiences growing
pressure to abandon its existing profile of orga-
nization and policy appeal.

Social movement parties are most tenacious
and durable where governments and estab-
lished parties make neither procedural nor sub-
stantive concessions. As long as the issues at
the heart of a movement party mobilization
remain salient, the party is likely to thrive.
Where substantive, but no procedural conces-
sions are forthcoming, the movement party
may feel pressure to hedge its bets by expand-
ing its thematic purview and generalizing its
message so that it remains attractive, even if the
constituency for whom the movement party’s
core issues are decisive were to shrink. Next,
where movement parties achieve procedural
inclusion and substantive concessions on poli-
cies relating to their core objectives, they
demonstrate competence to their constituencies
that gives them a lease on life. At the same time,
procedural inclusion in policy formation entan-
gles a party in many decisions on issues that are
far removed from its original core objectives.
Particularly as a party’s original core issues
may become less salient due to policy reform, it
becomes critical for the party to diversify its
appeal while simultaneously showing consis-
tency in its pursuit of objectives based on a pro-
grammatic-ideological framework.

The worst situation for a movement party
undoubtedly occurs when it achieves proce-
dural concessions, such as cabinet participation,
but gains little in terms of substantive conces-
sions. The urgency of thematic generalization is

here very intense, as the party’s rationale for
existence can no longer be credibly defended
with its original substantive policy objectives. In
fact, social movements supporting such objec-
tives may abandon the party so that it has to find
entirely new electoral support groups. In most
instances, therefore, inclusion without policy
concessions should lead to the demise of a
movement party and its displacement by exist-
ing parties or a new entrant renewing the strug-
gle of the deceased party.

A special case of the configuration with pro-
cedural inclusion but substantive exclusion
exists where a bipolar configuration of compe-
tition among established parties may enable a
new party that has hitherto been in the opposi-
tion to tip the balance of forces toward victory
or defeat of one partisan camp. In that instance,
movement parties will be hard pressed to
declare which side of the bipolar opposition
they are willing to support. Even voters who
emphasize a movement party’s core issues
may attribute a great deal of weight to which
side wins government control and how
victory affects the overall complexion of
salient public policies. To become a credible
and calculable player in this game, voters will
want the movement party to generalize its
issue appeals.

MATCHING PARTISAN COMPETITION,
ORGANIZATIONAL FORM AND

STRATEGIC APPEAL: THE EXPERIENCE
OF ECOLOGICAL MOVEMENT PARTIES

Movement parties confined to the opposition
benches with few opportunities to influence
government policy or little leverage to change
the make-up of governments have the easiest
time to preserve a fluid movement party struc-
ture, configured around grassroots democratic
principles or charismatic authority. Examples
abound, however, that the strategic salience of
a new movement party for government forma-
tion makes a thematically narrow interpreta-
tion of the parties’ policy objectives around the
core concerns of social movements highly
unattractive even for voters sympathetic on the
parties’ core issues. New parties running
under the labels of ecology, environmentalism,
and Green politics in the 1970s and 1980s pro-
vide evidence for these propositions.6

Ecological movements generated their own
electorally successful parties only where such
movements were (1) strongly mobilized, where
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simultaneously (2) no existing party already
represented the issue position and where there
was (3) a history of center-left governments
and corporatist interest intermediation. In
Scandinavia and the Netherlands, environ-
mentalism and corporatism were strong, but
left-socialist parties adopted ecology and femi-
nism in the 1970s and 1980s and thus left little
room for a successful new ecology party.7

Furthermore, even under the most favorable
structural circumstances, tactical conditions
facilitated or impeded the successful emer-
gence of ecological movement parties. They
grew most successfully at times when their
appearance was unlikely to upset the chances
of the center-left to govern. Thus, the German
and Austrian Greens began to grow strongly
only when the social democrats had already
lost office or been forced into a coalition gov-
ernment. In Belgium and Switzerland, condi-
tions of government formation made ecology
parties strategically irrelevant for the bargain-
ing power of social democracy throughout the
1980s. It is no accident that in all cases of elec-
toral success, Green or ecology movement par-
ties soon began to generalize their ideological
appeal in order to create a closer match
between the imperatives of territorial represen-
tation and electoral accountability, on the one
hand, and the legislative appeals and activities
of the new parties, on the other.

Ecological movements failed to form suc-
cessful movement parties where the com-
petitive balance between government and
opposition would have impaired the chance of
the moderate left to govern. This applies to
Britain and France in the 1970s and 1980s and
to Sweden in the late 1980s and early 1990s.
What is more important, although partially
endogenous to the strategic configuration
among conventional parties, the ecology par-
ties in all three countries refrained from gener-
alizing their programmatic claims beyond the
domains broadly related to energy and the
domestic or global environment. Because all
three countries already had radical left-socialist
parties (France, Sweden) or party factions
(Britain) on the left of conventional social
democratic or socialist parties, ecologists initially
found it unattractive to adopt a left-leaning
general programmatic profile. But in all three
cases, their strategy to situate themselves out-
side the generalized left–right programmatic-
ideological spectrum and insist on a narrow
core issue driven movement party appeal pro-
duced electoral failure. Voters caring about
ecology were not prepared to support parties
that ultimately might hurt the chances of the

conventional center-left to govern a country. In
France and Sweden ecology parties eventually
gained substantial electoral support when they
became partners of conventional social democ-
ratic parties.

Placed in a very different structural and
strategic situation than their British and French
counterparts, the German Greens embarked on
a programmatic generalization almost from
their inception and developed complex party
manifestoes by the mid-1980s. Here also, their
electoral stability and performance have been
wedded over the past twenty years to the
party’s willingness to make a credible commit-
ment to center-left government coalitions,
whenever such arrangements appear feasible
in legislatures.8 With some delay, the same
center-left alignments paid off for the Austrian
and the Belgian Greens. In all instances, gov-
ernment participation intensified the urgency
of programmatic generalization, as ecology
parties had to take stances on and bargain with
government partners on issues covering a
wide variety of policy areas.

The development of general political pro-
grams did not come easy in ecological and
other left-libertarian parties. Even the core
demands concerning environmental protec-
tion, feminism, and peace or security policy
have a somewhat disjointed character (cf.
Talshir, 2002). Matters are further complicated
by questions of economic distribution. The
linkage among different elements of Green or
left-libertarian ideology does not result from
logical necessity or normative theoretical strin-
gency, but from the coalitional structure of eco-
nomic and cultural interests configured
around left-libertarian parties, especially those
of the young, well-educated, disproportion-
ately female professionals mostly with jobs in
the non-profit and public personal service
sector (Kitschelt, 1994: Chapter 1).

The organizational structure of the ecology
parties was initially molded in the image of a
grassroots democratic movement party with
member assemblies making most decisions and
holding elected office-holders in rotating
appointments on a short leash. But both the
framework of legislative institutions as well as
the exigencies of bargaining and governance
when ecology parties had strategic leverage over
government formation and ultimately ministe-
rial portfolios compelled Green activists and
politicians to undergo an organizational learn-
ing process in which critical elements of the orig-
inal governance structure were abandoned.
Rather than being punished for a process of
internal reform that amounted to ‘selling out to
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the system’, however, voters rewarded the
parties for their strategic flexibility and pro-
grammatic generalization and punished them
for strategic intransigence in external bargain-
ing and for organizational chaos in internal
processes of interest aggregation. Such changes
in the organization of ecology parties include a
longer tenure and stability of office-holders in
the party apparatus or in electoral office as well
as greater reliance on principles of formal dele-
gation and representation (cf. Burchell, 2002;
Müller-Rommel and Poguntke, 2002).

All this is not to say that the process is unilin-
ear and irreversible, nor that ecology parties are
asymptotically approximating the organiza-
tional structures of conventional parties in
postindustrial democracies. They still stand out
as ‘framework’ or ‘cadre’ parties with very low
member/voter ratios. Furthermore, political
decision-making in ecology and other left-
libertarian parties tends to be more participatory
and less predictable than in other parties because
of substantial internal diversity of political opin-
ions and factionalism. Furthermore, ecology par-
ties at times have responded to incentives
promoting a return to organizational patterns
and strategic appeals common to the movement
party. This is the case where disruptive ecologi-
cal protest movements intensify and/or where
ecology parties lose their strategic significance
for government formation because conventional
center-left parties are too weak or coalesce with
parties of the center right. Instead of following
Michels (1962) and postulating an ‘iron law’ of
organization, amounting in this case to an irre-
versible transition of ecology parties from the
type of ‘movement party’ to that of a conven-
tional center-left ‘programmatic party’ supple-
menting social democracies in forming
governing coalitions, it is more plausible that the
parties follow contingent structural and strategic
incentives that make a return to the pattern of
movement party possible, if circumstances are
conducive. Where the incentives lead away from
movement parties toward organizational invest-
ments in party structure and ideological invest-
ments in programmatic generalization, ecology
parties that stick to the profile of movement
party are destined to fail in elections.

MOVEMENT PARTY APPEAL WITHOUT
MOVEMENT SUPPORT? THE NEW

RADICAL OR EXTREME RIGHT

Setting left-libertarian parties aside, there
is one other cohort of new parties that has

made electoral inroads in many postindustrial
democratic polities. These parties are variously
called radical right, extreme right, right-wing
populist, right-authoritarian, or new radical
right.9 There are family resemblances and over-
laps among all parties nominated as members
of this cohort. But these parties also vary in
how they emphasize and combine positions on
at least five programmatic elements: (1) aspects
of political governance (democracy/authoritar-
ianism; modes of interest intermediation
through popular participation, the ‘political
class’, corruption etc.), (2) social exclusion (mul-
ticulturalism; immigration and immigrant
culture); (3) nationalism (also integration of the
European Union); (4) moral traditionalism
(family, women, reproductive rights); and (5)
economic distribution and governance (scope
and redistributive thrust of social policies and
taxation, regulation of market participants).
Rather than disputations over the ‘correct’ gen-
eral definition of the current extreme right, it is
probably more productive to account for dif-
ferent expressions of rightist forces in different
polities, identified by the positions they articu-
late on these five dimensions.

The concern of this article is not with the
growth and profile of these parties more gener-
ally, but only with the extent to which they
articulate practices and strategies of ‘move-
ment parties’. As in the case of left-libertarian
parties, the electoral rise of radical rightist par-
ties presupposed the presence of salient issue
positions that remained unrepresented by
existing conventional political parties and
thereby made possible the entry of ambitious
political entrepreneurs into the arena of party
competition. Unlike ecology parties, the growth
of new rightist parties does not coincide with
strong, disruptive movement activities. It
would therefore be wrong to claim that such
parties grow out of movements. On the one
hand, they may constitute substitutes for move-
ments. Extreme rightist violence against immi-
grants and cultural minorities may be
empirically lower where rightist parties are
stronger (Koopmans, 1996). Rightist parties
preempt or contain rightist violence. On the
other hand, the rightist parties themselves have
served as initiators of disruptive protest events
against immigration, European integration,
high taxes, and so forth. With regard to their
strategy and tactics of expressing interests and
grievances, extreme rightist parties are thus
‘movement parties’ only in the sense that they
create or displace social movement practices.

Relatively little systematic comparative
research exists concerning the organizational
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structure of rightist parties in postindustrial
democracies. They tend to exhibit, however,
certain traits common to movement parties,
namely a lack of investment in solving prob-
lems of collective action and social choice.
They have generally small formal member-
ships, as measured by member/voter ratios.
Their organizational structure is quite fluid
and often characterized by feuding cabals of
rival activists, resulting in considerable insta-
bility of collective decision-making and politi-
cal representation in legislatures and party
executives. At the same time, the informality
and fluidity of many right-wing extremist par-
ties does not primarily derive from bottom-up
participatory politics promoted by rank-and-
file activists, but from the dominance of a
single or of a handful of rival charismatic polit-
ical leaders who govern the party in a despotic,
patrimonial fashion. Fissures, splits, and suc-
cession crises at the level of national and
regional leaders are therefore common to right-
extremist parties.10 Organizational stability of
extreme rightist parties is predicated on the
undisputed control of a party by a single
charismatic individual.11

In terms of the programmatic generalization
of the rightist parties’ strategic appeals, the evi-
dence is mixed and controversial in the scholarly
community. Let us distinguish here the level of
party leaders’ external appeals and of voters’
policy preferences. In terms of the leaders’ pro-
nouncements, it is clear that rightist parties have
highlighted single-issue positions, such as oppo-
sition to immigration, to European integration,
to high taxation, to clientelistic practices among
politicians belonging to ‘cartel parties’ (Katz and
Mair, 1995), to women’s reproductive rights, or
to environmental regulation. In a way theoreti-
cally characterized by Hinich and Munger
(1994), however, these may be salient issues of
the day that politicians ‘map’ on underlying
broad ideological dimensions that are indirectly
communicated to voters. While rightist politi-
cians emphasize currently salient single issues,
they take care to formulate them against an
ideological background dimension that makes
them compatible with a host of other potentially
consistent policy positions.

The electoral and organizational develop-
ment of various extreme rightist parties illus-
trates the importance of combining intense
single-issue appeal with a broader program-
matic coherence of philosophy and political
values. The Danish and Norwegian Progress
parties started out in 1972/73 as protest affairs
against high progressive income taxation.
Once in parliament, they discovered, however,

that there is a great deal more to the politics of
taxation than a simple change of tax rates. The
resulting legislative disarray of the parties
translated into their electoral decline in subse-
quent elections. They made a comeback only in
the 1980s when they could combine a renewed
and diversified single-issue appeal, now
including anti-immigration platforms, with a
more comprehensive programmatic grasp that
signaled to voters where they stood on issues
that separate left and right in their respective
party systems. Incipient right-wing radical
parties have not always succeeded in bringing
about an electorally winning issue and pro-
grammatic appeal. Examples of a failure to
achieve this combination include the Swedish
New Democrats in the early 1990s, as well as
the German Republicans. The most spectacular
instance of failure is probably Pim Fortuyn’s
list before and after the 2002 Dutch parliamen-
tary election. Out of nowhere the culturally
divisive, ethnocentrist appeal of this new party
in an environment characterized by the post-
9/11 shock, economic decline, and the cen-
tripetal convergence of the existing major
parties made it the second strongest party in
the Dutch parliament. But lacking a broad pro-
grammatic collective preference schedule and
stripped of its charismatic leader who fell
victim to an assassin days before the election, it
took only a few months until the party broke
apart as a result of conflicts over numerous
policy issues and was virtually wiped out in
new legislative elections.

Also at the level of right-wing party voters,
there is little support for the idea that a single-
issue could carry the day for a party. Right-wing
voters tend not to be protest or single-issue
voters (see van der Brug et al., 2000). While
they attribute great importance to the issues
made salient by the charismatic leadership of
right-wing parties, they express a broader con-
figuration or profile of beliefs and preferences
that is distinctly different from left and left-
libertarian voters and partly different from
voters of the conventional center-right parties.
While there have been disputes about the
extent to which extreme right party voters also
support market-liberalizing economic policies,
even manual working-class voters supporting
the extreme right do not endorse social demo-
cratic and left-libertarian redistributive eco-
nomic policies.

Both at the level of elite programmatic
appeals and popular preference profiles
among electoral supporters of the extreme
right, we need not assume that the right wing’s
‘winning formulas’ are perfectly static and

MOVEMENT PARTIES 287

24-Katz-3336-Ch-23.qxd  11/22/2005  8:22 PM  Page 287



uniform in time and space. The Italian Lega
Nord under Umberto Bossi certainly provides
a vivid example of how quickly parties con-
trolled by a single individual can recast their
appeal and electoral coalition, contingent upon
the changing strategic configuration of parti-
san politics (Ignazi, 2003: 53–62). What is rele-
vant for the analytical concern with ‘movement
parties’, however, is that in the overwhelming
number of cases right-wing extremists articu-
late broader programmatic concerns that set
them apart from the pure model of movement
party, even though their leaders’ appeals often
focus on individual issues and even though
such leaders may initiate movement activities,
such as marches and demonstrations, to pro-
mote the popular salience of their parties’ core
issues.

As in the case of left-libertarian parties, orga-
nizational and strategic elements consistent
with the type of movement party become par-
ticularly controversial when extreme rightist
parties exercise decisive influence over the
political complexion of governments and
sometimes join government coalitions (cf.
Minkenberg, 2001). Being compelled to take
responsibility for a wide variety of policies and
to bargain with coalition partners whose issue
and ideological positions differ from those of
their own party, extreme rightist parties often
exhibit intense internal strain that may trans-
late into the demise or the reorganization of the
parties.

CONCLUSION

Movement parties are transitional phenomena,
but not in the linear sense the tradition from
Michels (1962) to Panebianco (1988) has sug-
gested. The main problem is not a systematic
tendency of ambitious, self-interested party
leaders, as agents, to abandon the interests of
their principals, whether they are party activists
or electorates. Effective inter-party competition
domesticates the rent-seeking propensities of
political leaders, where liberal democracies with
full civil and political rights prevail.

Movement parties are unstable, because a
variety of incentives nudge politicians and their
constituencies towards accepting organizational
structures and strategic appeals inconsistent
with those of movement parties. The institu-
tional premises of territorial representation in
legislatures make programmatic generalization
of issue appeals at the expense of the emphasis
on single issues attractive to both voters and

party politicians. Whereas institutional incen-
tives operate permanently, other incentives for
politicians in movement parties to change their
practices and appeals may exist only intermit-
tently. At least three such conditions may
induce politicians to move away from the pro-
file of movement party: a declining salience of
the core movement issue that originally
inspired the mobilization; a policy reform con-
sistent with movement demands; and the
incorporation of the movement party in gov-
ernment executives that are forced to take
responsibility for a wide variety of salient polit-
ical issues. All these conditions do not imply
that movement parties are impossible. But they
lead to the prediction that movement parties, in
the analytical characterization provided in this
chapter, are comparatively rare phenomena.

NOTES

1 To avoid misunderstandings, my use of the term
‘functional’ has nothing to do with ‘explanatory
functionalism’ in the social sciences. It is short-
hand for actions based on attributes of the task
structure, i.e. the nature of the collective goals
pursued by political mobilization.

2 For simplicity’s sake, I define political entrepre-
neurs here as actors who derive personal
rewards from the successful pursuit of collective
constituency objectives. I thus abstract for now
from principal–agent problems.

3 An example may be the intellectual fermenta-
tion taking place in private clubs and homes in
eighteenth-century France in the run-up to the
great revolution, discussed in Bendix (1978).

4 For a spatial conceptualization of party strategies
in terms of constituency trade-offs, see Przeworski
and Sprague (1986) and Kitschelt (1994).

5 My account builds loosely on Aldrich’s (1995)
analysis of the emergence of Congressional struc-
ture out of the chaos of cycling majorities in the
first hundred years of American independence.

6 As contributions to the literature on ecology and
Green parties, or left-libertarian parties more gen-
erally, see especially Burchell (2002), Dalton and
Kuechler (1995), Kitschelt (1989), Kitschelt and
Hellemans (1990), Müller-Rommel (1989, 1993),
Müller-Rommel and Poguntke (2002), Poguntke
(1993) and Richardson and Rootes (1995).

7 While both left-socialist Scandinavian or Dutch
parties and ecology parties belong to the cohort
of left-libertarian parties, they appeared at differ-
ent times, although both groups of parties end
up with similar general ideological orientations
in the 1980s.
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8 On this point, see my analysis of the German and
Belgian Green’s participation in governments
covering the 1980s (Kitschelt, 1989: Chapter 9).

9 The most important literature on this broad
party family includes Betz (1994), Hainsworth
(1992, 2000), Ignazi (2003), Kitschelt (1995),
Merkl and Weisberg (1993, 1997), Minkenberg
(1998), Mudde (2000), Perrineau (2001), and
Schain et al. (2002).

10 Examples in the 1990s include the splits of the
Danish and the French extreme right-wing par-
ties. Intense internal struggles triggered by
charismatic leaders have also taken place on the
Austrian, German, and Italian extreme right. 

11 Between 1990 and 2003, this condition of com-
parative organizational calm appears to have
characterized the Flemish, Norwegian and
Swiss right.
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THE OBVIOUS NATIONAL CONTEXT

One of the major assumptions of much of the
analysis of party politics is that it is situated in
the context of national states. The national state
is therefore normally seen as the primary insti-
tutional context shaping party politics. The
direct and evident association between parties
and the state is the result of the historical coinci-
dence of state formation and the development
of mass politics. The formation of parties orga-
nizing and shaping public opinion occurred
within the territorial limits of the national states
and often even along cleavage lines that were at
the heart of the state formation process itself,
like the tensions between church and state and
between center and periphery (Lipset and
Rokkan, 1967; Flora et al., 1999). Crucial notions
such as citizenship, and its concrete derivatives
such as voting rights and democratic represen-
tation, were defined in this same environment
of the national state.

Scholars of political parties have analysed
these origins and further developments of
political parties, and have therefore taken the
national parties as their most obvious unit of
analysis. And if a system of parties was being
studied, this referred to the interactions of the
party units inside one single statewide political
system. Of course not all modern states are
unitary states, and parties have developed and
been analysed in federal states as well. This
has, however, mainly been done by looking at
them state by state. The comparative literature

on political parties in federal states is rather
scarce (Chandler, 1987; Scharpf, 1995). One of
the reasons is probably that federal states are
indeed different from unitary states, but do not
all function in the same way. And these inter-
nal differences might be crucial for the under-
standing of the political parties. Furthermore,
when parties have been analysed in federal set-
tings, the assumptions still were that the
central state was the most important center of
decision-making and that the central organiza-
tion of the political parties was the core of the
parties, the reference point for analysing their
internal organizations. Regional parties have
received attention in the very specific literature
on regionalism (De Winter and Türsan, 1998),
but this has also paid little attention to the
specificities of the institutional context in
which they function.

To assume that parties function either in a
unitary or in a fairly centralized and hierarchi-
cal federal state context is no longer tenable.
Many states have been going through rapid
and sometimes spectacular processes of devo-
lution and decentralization: Spain, Belgium,
Italy, the UK, France. This has led to increased
attention for the functioning of party politics in
these new settings (Jeffery and Hough, 2003)
and to the search for a proper comparative
language to deal with them (Deschouwer, 2000b,
2003; Hopkin, 2003; Thorlakson, 2001). The
gradual integration of the European Union and
the direct election of the European Parliament
have also created interest in the dynamics of
party competition in complex and multi-level

24
POLITICAL PARTIES AS

MULTI-LEVEL ORGANIZATIONS
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systems (Reif and Schmitt, 1980; Reif, 1984;
Andeweg, 1995). The very peculiar polity that
is the (temporary) result of European integra-
tion and the very varying and mostly asym-
metric state institutions that have recently been
put into place, have also made clear that the
notion of ‘federalism’ has become either too
limited to encompass the meaning of the new
political institutions, or – if all the new variants
are included – too broad for good analysis. The
conclusion is that we need to question and
problematize the institutional context in which
political parties function. This context must be
one of the crucial variables – because it varies
indeed – related to the strategic and organiza-
tional choices of political parties.

In this chapter we will focus on political par-
ties in multi-level systems. In the first place we
will develop a classification of parties that
allows us to identify specific characteristics of
parties in multi-level systems. Then we will
explicitly bring in the institutional context, to
show how it directly affects the position of par-
ties in the system and therefore their function-
ing. We will decompose the broad notion of
federalism or multi-level system into three
dimensions: formal institutions, electoral rules
and cycles, and societal heterogeneity.

A TYPOLOGY OF MULTI-LEVEL PARTY
ORGANIZATIONS

Parties in multi-level systems face particular
problems that are the direct consequence of the
organization of the political system. In order to
analyse properly the functioning of these par-
ties, we need in the very first place to identify
their specificity. We need to identify variations
between parties that are typical of a multi-level
system. Attempts to do so have been very
much inspired by the Canadian party system,
with its separation between federal and
provincial parties and party systems (Dyck,
1991; Smiley, 1987; Thorlakson, 2001). Two
dimensions of variation have been identified,
but have to be kept separate because they are
to a large degree independent of each other.

The first dimension is the presence of a party
at the different levels of the political system.
The second refers to its territorial pervasiveness.
That is a different dimension indeed, because
the presence of more than one level on the
same territory is exactly the typical feature of a
multi-level system. Both dimensions can be
combined into a typology with nine logical
positions, as presented in Table 24.1. For the
sake of clarity and of parsimony we reason
within the logic of a political system with two
autonomous levels of decision-making. We use
the term ‘regional’ to refer to the lower level
and ‘national’ to refer to the higher level. Most
of the examples will be drawn from federal or
decentralized states, but we will refer once in a
while also to the European Union.

Parties in multi-level systems are confronted
with the choice of participating in elections at
only one or at both levels of the system. That
leads logically to three types of parties. The
first is a party that participates at the regional
level only. It is thus typically specific to one
single region in the multi-level system. The
Parti Québecois in Canada is a good example
of this. Another example is the Partei
Rechtsstaatlicher Offensive in the German
Land of Hamburg. One might say that this type
of party does not require special theoretical
attention. It is indeed only competing in one
single, and single-level, system, and can there-
fore be understood with the same theoretical
tools as those used for the analysis of national
political parties in their national party system.
This is, however, only true to a limited extent.
Indeed, the fact that this party functions in a
multi-level system can have quite important
consequences for the way in which it behaves,
for its political opponents will be engaged in
the more complex competition at more than
one level. 

The second type is the party that participates
at the federal level only. This is a rather excep-
tional situation in federal systems, but the cate-
gory is certainly not empty. The Canadian Bloc
Québecois, for instance, participates only in
federal elections. If we look at the European
Union as a multi-level system, more examples
can be found. Parties that participate in
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European elections only, and not in national
elections, can be found in several countries. The
specific meaning of the European elections, and
the opportunity they offer to voice Eurosceptic
attitudes, make this level the ideal one for these
parties to operate at (Taggart, 1998). They could
of course also defend this Eurosceptic view in
national elections, but there are a few good rea-
sons not to do so. One of these is the ‘division
of labour’ between national and European elec-
tions, where the European dimension is
avoided in national elections (Mair, 2000).
Another reason for not running at the national
level can also be the electoral system. If in
France the Rassemblement pour la France of
Charles Pasqua engages only at the European
level, it can do so because the electoral system
is proportional at that level and because the
bipolar structure of the French national political
competition – kept in place by the majoritarian
electoral system – is very weak in European
elections.

The third type groups the parties that partic-
ipate both in regional and in national elections.
This category is much more populated than the
previous ones. Many parties in multi-level sys-
tems do indeed participate at both levels. Most
of the regionalist parties in the autonomous
communities in Spain for instance, are present
in the regional elections (where some of them
try to win office) and in the elections for the
Cortes in Madrid. The major political parties in
most multi-level systems also compete in both
elections.

The second dimension is the territorial per-
vasiveness of the parties. This is actually a con-
tinuum, varying between parties being active
in only one of the regions to parties covering
the whole territory. In Table 24.1 we have
divided this continuum into three broad cate-
gories. The first – parties covering only one
region – are regional parties or parties that are
typical of one single region in the system. The
Partei Rechtsstaatlicher Offensive only covers
Hamburg. The Catalan Convergencia i Unio
and all the other regionalist parties of Spain
only cover their own region. The same goes for
the Scottish Nationalist Party, Plaid Cymru,
etc. The German CSU or the Parti Québecois
and the Bloc Québecois are other examples. All
the Belgian political parties also limit their
activities to one of the two main language com-
munities of the country. This illustrates also
that the territorial pervasiveness differs from
presence at one or two levels. Parties covering
only one region can indeed choose to participate
only at the regional level, only at the federal
level, or in both levels.

The second category consists of parties that
cover more than one region, but not the com-
plete territory of the multi-level system. Some
parties cover a few regions, such as the Lega
Nord in Italy or the PDS in Germany. Both also
participate in elections both in their regions and
at the federal level. Germany and Spain offer
interesting examples of parties that are almost
complete, but are absent in just one region. That
is the case for the German CDU, leaving Bavaria
to the CSU. It is also the case for the Spanish
PSOE, leaving Catalonia to the Catalan PSC.

Finally there are the pervasive or complete
parties that cover all regions. This category is
populated with the American parties, the
major Swiss parties, the Spanish Partido
Popular, the German SPD, the Austrian parties,
the Australian parties, etc.

As we already said, not all categories are
empirically very densely populated. Most par-
ties have to be placed in the right-hand column
of parties being present at both levels, with
territorial pervasiveness as a meaningful further
classification. Categories 1 and 4 are less popu-
lated but contain some cases, mainly from
Canada and from member state party systems
in the European Union. The relative emptiness
of categories 5 and 6 (parties present only in
federal elections but in more than one region)
actually illustrates a problem of definition. If
we want to classify parties, we need to identify
the unit of analysis that will be so called.
Especially in multi-level systems, the identifi-
cation of the unit party can be very tricky. The
Canadian parties – always difficult to place –
are a nice illustration of this. Dyck (1991) has
labelled them ‘truncated parties’ (see also
Wolinetz and Carty, 2006) because the provin-
cial organization and the federal organization
are so separated from each other, with separate
membership and separate finance, that they
can hardly be considered to be one single orga-
nization. Still doing so reflects the implicit
assumption that there is a single organization
party of which the provincial units are a part. If
the separation goes as far as in the Canadian
case, one might as well choose to define the
parties as two different units: for instance, a
Liberal Party participating at the national level
only, and provincial parties participating at the
provincial level only. For both we can then add
the distinction between presence at only one or
at both levels. What used to be studied as inter-
nal relations of one party organization then
becomes the analysis of relations – both hori-
zontal and vertical – between parties of the
same ideological family within a multi-level
political system (Deschouwer, 2003).
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The two dimensions of variation presented
in Table 24.1 are both relevant for the party
organization, but in different ways. The major
issue is that of vertical integration. It occurs
when a party is present at more than one level.
Parties present at only one level have only one
organization and a single strategy to develop.
That is the case for parties of type 1 and 4 in
Table 24.1. Adding a second level introduces a
potential tension in the organization. There
must be some place in the organization where
the two levels can be coordinated. The degree
to which the party allows internal division and
eventually formal organizational divisions to
function at both levels is a major research ques-
tion for this type of party.

If a party is not territorially limited to one
region, the problem of vertical integration is
(potentially) of a different nature. Not only is
there the need to coordinate between the two
levels, but also the need to coordinate and con-
trol for horizontal variation across the regions.
In other words, the party needs to organize in
a way that allows it to deal with the territori-
ally varying problems of vertical integration. It
is clear that the type of society in which the
party functions (the territorial heterogeneity) is
one of the major causes of potential difficulties
in integrating the varying demands. 

If vertical integration is high, the different
levels and the varying territories have a
limited degree of autonomy. In that case the
hierarchical lines in the party are clearly going
from the national to the regional level. If inte-
gration is low, the regional organizations of the
party have some freedom to make their own
decisions. This freedom does not need to be
uniform. In pervasive parties the regional
levels can be very different and therefore enjoy
a different level of autonomy.

The degree of autonomy of regional-level
organizations is not a one-dimensional phe-
nomenon. Several indicators can reveal vary-
ing forms and degrees of autonomy. A first set
of indicators refers to the party organization
and thus to the autonomy of the regional
branch. The membership structure, for
instance, can be very revealing. In the German
and Austrian parties, the members join at the
regional level, and this membership automati-
cally implies membership of the national party.
In the Swiss parties, the cantonal level is
clearly the most important in this respect.
Members join at the cantonal level, and this is
the only membership possible. The member-
ship of the national parties is indirect: the can-
tonal parties join, not the individual members.
In Canada, some of the parties (such as the
Liberal Party and the Progressive Conservative

Party) are so loosely coupled that they have
actually two different membership organiza-
tions at the regional level: one for the national
party and one for the regional party (Thorlakson,
2001).

The recruitment of political personnel is
another indicator of regional autonomy and
also often the stakes of conflicts between the lev-
els. The British Labour Party has been trying to
control leadership and candidate selection at the
regional level in Scotland, Wales and Greater
London, but has not been able to keep the same
degree of control of these areas as for the rest of
the country (Hopkin, 2003). Strong regional
leaders can – in systems with real regional polit-
ical autonomy – build their legitimacy on strong
regional electoral results and put pressure on
the national leadership. Political recruitment in
multi-level parties is often a bottom-up affair,
where strong regional leaders (eventually lead-
ing the regional government) make their way
up to the national leadership.

Membership, recruitment of leadership and
of candidates for elections, but also, for instance,
financial autonomy and control over the lower
levels of the party organization (the local
sections) are all indicators that allow one to see
the extent to which the two levels are separated
and whether the hierarchical lines go from top
to bottom or vice versa. A guaranteed presence
of the regional sections in national party
decision-making is another useful indicator.

Another set of indicators focus on party
strategies. Parties in multi-level systems oper-
ate in varying political conditions and can
need very distinctive strategies for each of
these. These strategies include the decision to
participate in elections, campaign strategy, for-
mulation of policy proposals and coalition
strategy. For the latter, the developments in the
German SPD are interesting. Reunification and
the presence of the PDS in the five new Länder
have created tensions. Traditionally the
national party organization kept a fairly high
control over the coalition strategies of the
regional units, but it has been confronted with
the demands of the Eastern regional units to
decide more freely on the choice of the coali-
tion partners, including the PDS (Jesse, 1997).

A good deal of variation can be seen here,
both within and between multi-level systems.
The Australian Labor Party has gradually
become more and more integrated, and has
strong control over the activities of the regional
branches. It can even expel a regional branch
from the party. The Australian National Party,
on the other hand, remains much more decen-
tralized and has a more confederal type of
national organization (Thorlakson, 2001). The
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Swiss parties are again an example of a high
degree of regional autonomy, although – as in
Australia – the Socialist Party is much more
integrated. Cantonal parties regularly defend
positions different than the national party on
referendum issues (Sciarini and Hug, 1999).
When members of the Swiss federal govern-
ment are to be elected, both the national party
organization and some cantonal organizations
often propose and defend different candidates.
The American political parties are another
example of very loosely coupled parties (Katz
and Kolodny, 1994).

EXPLAINING THE VARIATION: THE
INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT

The degree of vertical integration of a party or
the autonomy of its regional branches can vary
widely. This variation can occur both between
countries and within countries. It is in the first
place related to a party’s position in the
system, i.e. to its place in the classification pre-
sented above. This position, however, is the
result of developments and eventually deliber-
ate choices of the parties operating in a very
specific institutional environment. Both its
position in the system and the way in which it
deals with vertical integration and horizontal
variation are related to that environment. That
is why a proper analysis of parties in multi-
level systems needs to bring in explicitly the
characteristics of the institutional environ-
ment. It can be divided into three dimensions:
formal institutions, electoral systems and
cycles, and societal heterogeneity.

The formal institutions

Analysing parties in federal settings has sel-
dom been done in a comparative way. The
main reason is that federalism is too broad a
concept. It needs to be broken down into con-
crete characteristics that can be linked to party
politics. Actually, only one feature has been put
forward and identified as crucial for party
politics: the distinction between dual and coop-
erative federalism (Chandler, 1987; Scharpf,
1995). It is indeed important. If the federal (or
multi-level) system displays a neat division of
competencies between the levels, the relations
between the two levels of policy-making are
limited. That allows and pushes the parties to
have fairly autonomous regional branches.
Regional autonomy allows the most suitable
strategies for that level to be chosen without
interfering with the activities of the party at the

national level (see also Thorlakson, 2001;
Deschouwer; 2000b, 2003).

If the levels of policy-making are intercon-
nected, the relations between the regional and
the national branches of the parties take on a
different nature. This interconnectedness can
be due to the fact that the allocation of compe-
tencies explicitly allows for mixed areas, in
which both levels need to move together. That
is the case in Germany. It can also be the con-
sequence of a functional logic of the multi-level
system (as opposed to a jurisdictional logic), in
which the higher level produces general
framework laws that need to be implemented
by the lower level. That is, for instance, very
much the case for the European Union. A third
source of strong linkage between the levels
is the formal presence of the regional level
in national decision-making. The German
Bundesrat organizes this presence, while in
Canada and in Australia it is formalized in
conferences of the prime ministers (and in the
EU in the Council of Ministers). The conse-
quences for the functioning of parties are
evident: they become very deeply involved in
intergovernmental relationships. Intergovern-
mental politics becomes party politics and vice
versa (Lehmbruch, 1976; Rydon, 1988; Jeffery,
1999; Hadley et al., 1989). The regional branches
then cannot be too autonomous. Regional
policy-making and regional elections become
relevant for federal policy-making and will be
framed in these terms.

Another dimension of the formal institutions
of multi-level systems that is closely connected
to the previous one is the degree of autonomy
of the regions. Indeed, if the degree of auton-
omy is low, the logic of the distribution of the
competencies is not likely to play a significant
role. It does, however, if (some of) the regions
have the real control over a number of impor-
tant policy domains. This is of course a matter
of degree, for which it is not easy to define a
clear cut-off point. In unitary states, there can
certainly be some degree of decentralization,
but since it does not go very far and does not
give the lower level a sufficient degree of
autonomy, the analysis of party politics does
not need to bring in explicitly the institutional
environment as a variable shaping party orga-
nizations and strategies. The need for a multi-
level game and for the parties to incorporate it
into their organization only emerges in a
system where the regional level has at least
some degree of sovereignty.

The other extreme of regional autonomy can
have far-reaching effects on the political parties.
If the autonomy of the lower level goes very far,
as in Switzerland, the USA or Belgium, the
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regional branches of the parties become the core
of the party, and the higher level – for parties
crossing the levels – becomes a loose association
of the regional branches. The lines of command
in the party – if we accept that the higher level
is still considered to be a party – then go from
bottom to top. In such a situation, it is not
unlikely that the parties organize separately for
regional and national matters, as in Canada, or
simply fall apart into separate regional parties,
as in Belgium (Deschouwer, 1994).

The degree of autonomy and the type of dis-
tribution of competence are two variables
broad enough but still relevant to be used in
comparative analysis of party organizations in
multi-level systems. They can and must also be
used for comparative analysis within multi-
level systems, when these systems are asym-
metric. In the examples that we have given so
far, we generally referred to the parties of one
or more countries to illustrate how the institu-
tional context affects party life. But party life
itself becomes asymmetric when the system
allows for varying degrees of autonomy
between regions and varying logics of the way
in which competencies are distributed between
national and regional level. The British system
after devolution and the Spanish system are
good cases for looking at the way in which par-
ties adapt to this institutional variation.
Degrees of vertical integration and regional
branch autonomy vary then between regions.

Electoral systems and cycles

If assemblies and eventually also executives
have to be elected at different levels, the tech-
niques used to do so can differ. This might
again also be the case in unitary systems, where
lower tiers (provinces, local municipalities)
have elected bodies. But in systems where the
different levels have real powers, variations in
the way in which elections are organized can
have quite far-reaching consequences. The
number of seats available per region is nor-
mally higher in regional than in national elec-
tions. In majoritarian systems this does not
affect party strategies, but it clearly does in pro-
portional systems. The higher number of seats
at the regional level leads in general to lower
thresholds of representation, and this can influ-
ence a party’s decision to participate at the level
with the lower threshold, and its decision to go
alone or in association with another party
(Lutz, 1998; Lancaster, 1999).

This effect is very visible in European elec-
tions, where in 1999 all countries adopted a pro-
portional system. For some parties in France

and in the UK, the European level suddenly
offered better possibilities for representation
than the national elections. We have already
mentioned the Rassemblement pour la France.
In the UK, the Green Party and the UK
Independence Party were able to gain European
seats, while they have no chance at all of gain-
ing representation at the national level. Within
the UK, the additional vote system for Scottish
Parliament and Welsh Assembly elections also
offers a different environment at the regional
level.

Much more important than the electoral sys-
tems and formulae is the timing of elections.
The idea that elections at one level are in one
way or another linked to the elections at the
other level has been developed mainly in the
German context (Dinkel, 1977), with its rela-
tively high number of regions organizing elec-
tions at different times. The direct election of
the European Parliament from 1979 on and its
analysis by Reif and Schmitt (1980) has led to
the notion of ‘second-order elections’. The idea
is that this election of the members of the
European Parliament by country cannot be
seen as a European election. It is a series of
national elections with the national parties
competing, but with less at stake. The European
election is framed in national terms but the
outcome has no impact on it, as a first-order
election would have. Reif (1984) has refined
the analysis of the interaction between levels
by drawing attention to the position of the
European elections in the national electoral
cycle. European elections are not necessarily
‘mid-term’ elections, but can be earlier or later
in the electoral cycle, and therefore have some
real effects on the politics in the specific
country. The notion of second-order elections
has – parallel with the processes of devolution
and decentralization – been used to analyse the
relationship between regional and national
elections in multi-level systems in general
(Heath et al., 1999; Abedi and Siaroff, 1999;
Jeffery and Hough, 2003; Pallarés and Keating,
2003; Detterbeck and Renzsch, 2003).

In fact, there are two different dimensions of
electoral timing that need to be taken into
account: vertical and horizontal simultaneity.
Vertical simultaneity is the coincidence of
elections at two levels: a regional election
taking place on the same day as the national
election. This vertical simultaneity reduces the
autonomy of the regional level. The statewide
electoral stakes overshadow the regional stakes.
For the regional branches of the parties also par-
ticipating in the national election, the selection
of candidates and of campaign strategies and
themes will need to be done in close cooperation
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with the national party level (Versmessen, 1995;
Deschouwer, 2000a). That is, however, only
valid if the national level of the party is the core
level, i.e. if the national party is a vertically
integrated party and not a loose association of
the regional branches. That latter is the case in
European elections, and therefore the simul-
taneity of parliamentary elections in a member
state and elections of representatives in the
European Parliament leads to the devaluation
of the European elections. Here the national
parties are the core level, and not the European
party federations that hardly interfere in strate-
gic choices of the national parties. 

If the elections at two levels are not orga-
nized on the same day, the relation between the
two electoral cycles is the crucial contextual
condition for the functioning of the parties.
Obviously the temporal disconnection offers
more opportunities for the regional branches
to engage freely in the regional political com-
petition. A regional election organized close to
a national election, however, again reduces
regional autonomy. A regional election imme-
diately after a national election can easily be
read as a confirmation of the national election.
Depending on the results of the latter, a
regional party branch might try to surf on the
winning wave and refer explicitly to the
dynamics at the national level, or on the con-
trary try to make clear that the regional issues
are different. In both cases, the connection is
explicitly made, and the national party organi-
zation will be inclined to monitor the regional
elections closely.

If the regional election comes very late in the
national cycle and is organized just before the
next national election, the chances of being
‘pulled up’ to the higher level are even greater.
It is then difficult to avoid seeing the regional
election as the final test, and national parties
competing in the upcoming national election
will make sure that the regional election is orga-
nized according to the needs of the national
party. A very nice illustration of this mecha-
nism was the election in Lower Saxony in 1998,
bringing Gerhard Schröder to the position of
prime minister of the region, but in the very
first place confirming that he would lead the
SPD in the national elections.

If the electoral cycles are disconnected, the
position of the regional election in the national
cycle is not necessarily fixed. This means that
the regional specificity of the election and thus
the potential autonomy of the regional branch
can vary over time. Party politics in multi-level
systems is definitely not a static affair.

The second dimension of electoral timing is
horizontal simultaneity: the organization of

multiple (or all) regional elections on the same
day. Here again simultaneity reduces auton-
omy. The mechanism is obvious: the results of
regional elections on the complete territory of
the multi-level polity can be aggregated and
thus read within the national frame of compe-
tition. In May 2000 most of the Italian regions
went to the polls to elect regional parliaments
and regional prime ministers. The national
opposition leader, Silvio Berlusconi, framed
the election as a test of the popularity of the
opposition. The results were disappointing for
the governing Ulivo coalition, and the national
prime minister, Massimo D’Alema, resigned.

Regional elections in Australia, Canada,
Austria, Germany or Switzerland are all held on
different days. In this condition the regional
party branches – depending also on vertical
simultaneity and on the type of distribution of
competencies and degree of regional autonomy –
can be and must be fairly autonomous, and the
national party needs to be able to manage the
high degree of territorial diversity. In the USA,
elections are organized simultaneously, but the
other elements of the institutional context do not
force the regional parties to stick to a common
national strategy and framing of the elections.
The different aspects of the institutional environ-
ment clearly interact with each other, and that is
why one cannot simply refer to a general notion
such as federalism or decentralization to grasp
the way in which the institutional context shapes
parties in a multi-level system.

As with the degree of autonomy of the regions,
the logic of electoral timing can differ between
regions of the same country. In Italy, regions
with a special statute do not have regional
elections on the same day as other regions. In
Spain, a number of ‘historical’ regions have an
electoral timing of their own, while all the
others organize their regional elections on the
same day. The granting of a different timing
to the historical regions illustrates a willingness
to give these regions a special and more
autonomous statute.

Societal heterogeneity

Asymmetry has already been raised several
times as an element increasing the complexity
of a political system and the analysis of the
functioning of its political parties, because it is
a crucial element that needs to be taken expli-
citly into account. Asymmetry in multi-level sys-
tems has a double meaning (Watts, 1999). It can
refer to the asymmetric division of competen-
cies to the regions, i.e. to the fact that regions of
the same national system are not institutionally
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equal. That is what we have taken into account
so far. However, we have also implicitly
referred to the second one: the territorial varia-
tion and heterogeneity of the society. Many of
the more recent processes of devolution giving
birth to multi-level systems, such as Spain’s
autonomous communities, Belgium’s language
communities or the UK’s countries, have been
attempts to take into account the variations in
territorial identity within national states. In
these recent examples, societal heterogeneity
has been translated into asymmetric institu-
tions. Yet in multi-level systems with symmetric
formal institutions the societal heterogeneity
can also be a crucial factor shaping the regional
dynamics of party politics and thus both the
vertical and horizontal relations between party
branches. The main reason is the dissimilarity
of the party landscape amongst regions and
between regions and the federal level.

An ‘index of dissimilarity’ has been devel-
oped (originally with reference to Canada) to
measure the differences between the regional
and national party landscapes (Johnston, 1980;
Abedi and Siaroff, 1999). The index compares
the results of the national elections in a region
with the results of the nearest regional election.
The index thus measures the proportion of the
voters who voted differently in the two elec-
tions. In some cases it can be extremely low –
for example, 3% in Baden-Württemburg in
1972 or 4% in Extramadura in 1989. But it can
also reach very high levels – 26% in Catalonia
in 1982 or even 64% in British Columbia in
1974 (Jeffery and Hough, 2003: 208).

There are, however, two organizational
challenges for parties in multi-level systems.
There is indeed the difference between the
national and the regional competition, but the
variation among regions needs to be managed
as well. If all regions have a high index of dis-
similarity or if the index varies strongly among
regions, the more pervasive parties have to
accommodate to this territorial diversity.
Territorial diversity means the existence of dif-
ferent party systems in the different regions
and thus varying structures of party competi-
tion calling for different strategies and thus for
more autonomy for the regional level of the
parties (or for the regional branch of the party
in the region that displays a deviant structure
of competition). Different party systems and
structures of competition also ask for more
autonomy in the coalition behaviour of the
regional branches. We have in this respect
already referred to the varying relations between
the SPD and the former communist PDS in the
five new regions of the German federation.

CONCLUSION

Political parties in multi-level systems deserve
special attention. The institutional context in
which they function has to be brought expli-
citly into the analytic models, because they face
very peculiar challenges. Figure 24.1 summa-
rizes this specific analytic logic for the study of
parties in multi-level systems. In the first place
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Figure 24.1 Framework for the analysis of parties in multi-level systems
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we need a classification of parties that takes the
position of the party in the system into
account. The presence at only one or at both
levels is the first dimension of this typology, its
presence across regions or its territorial perva-
siveness is the second dimension.

As far as the party organization is con-
cerned, a party in a multi-level system is con-
fronted with two specific organizational
problems. The first is vertical integration, the
linking of the activities and strategies at two
different levels. The second – related to it in a
way that depends on the party’s position in the
system – is the managing of territorial varia-
tion between the regions in which the party
participates in regional politics, national poli-
tics or both levels at the same time.

In the third place, the analysis of parties in
multi-level systems must explicitly problema-
tize the type of system in which the party func-
tions. Classic notions distinguishing between
unitary and federal states cannot suffice in a
world where the variation between systems
has become impressive. Five crucial variables
of a multi-level system have been identified.
The first is the distinction between dual feder-
alism (neatly separated competencies between
the levels) and cooperative federalism (both
levels obliged to coordinate their actions). The
second is the degree of regional autonomy,
which can vary between states but also and
increasingly within states. The third is the vari-
ation between electoral systems used at the
national and the regional level. The fourth is
the interconnection of the electoral cycles at the
regional and national level. And the fifth is the
degree of territorial heterogeneity of the society
in which (especially more pervasive) parties
have to function.

The life of parties in a multi-level system is not
a static affair and is not easy to capture in a few
straightforward and unambiguous categories
and propositions. Parties in multi-level systems
live in, adapt to and sometimes try to adapt the
complex institutional context in which they
function. Giving a straightforward answer to the
question how parties organize in multi-level sys-
tems is therefore not easy. It depends.
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WHAT IS PARTY MEMBERSHIP?

Party membership is defined in this chapter as
‘an organizational affiliation by an individual
to a political party, assigning obligations and
privileges to that individual’. The role of party
member is a formal role, to be distinguished
from the behaviorally defined role of party
activist. How parties organize themselves and
administer membership varies widely. Parties
usually keep a register of their members, and
issue membership cards. Members are gener-
ally obliged to pay annual membership fees
(dues) and to pledge not to be members of
other parties simultaneously. Socialist parties
may expect their members to also be members
of trade unions; Christian parties may expect
party officers to be practicing Christians. The
trend is to lower the threshold for party mem-
bership by limiting obligations and reducing
dues. Membership privileges include partici-
pating in party activities: electing party offi-
cials, nominating candidates for public office,
debating policies, and participating in decision-
making and in social events. Sometimes the
affiliation is collective, as when a non-party
organization, such as a trade union, signs up
parts of its membership as a bloc. But in this
case identifying the individual party member
would be difficult. 

Both parties with formal membership and
those with informal membership have party
activists. Having formal membership, however,
is not a criterion for an organization to meet the
definition of ‘party’. US political parties do not
have formal memberships, but do have party
activists (see Eldersveld, 1986; Stone et al.,
2004). In Africa there are parties without formal

membership (Carbone, 2003) and parties whose
members belong to several parties simultane-
ously (Erdmann, 2004: 65). 

Party membership means different things
depending on the situation. In states with one-
party systems it is often difficult to distinguish
between party members and public officials
(Giliomee and Simkins, 1999). The definition of
‘party member’ is more varied and culturally
contingent than what is signified by the terms
‘citizen’ and ‘voter’ – which are defined by
public law and election behavior, respectively.
Party membership is usually a more demanding
form of participation than voting. Duverger
(1964: 61) mentions a series of ‘concentric
circles …  of … ever-increasing party solidarity’ –
suggesting terms such as ‘supporters’, ‘adher-
ents’, ‘militants’, and ‘propagandists’ as useful
descriptions of party attachment. These circles
are described behaviorally, and are, according to
Duverger, closer to the ‘real nature of participa-
tion’ than is formal membership. Accordingly,
the levels of party attachment ‘define the con-
tent of the sociological bond which unites the
members of the community to which we give
the name “party”’. Party membership bonds
may also be described organizationally, accord-
ing to the nature of obligations imposed and
privileges bestowed on members (Scarrow,
1996: 16–18).

Varieties of membership

The significance of party membership springs
from the character of these bonds, and to some
extent also defines the type of party organiza-
tion. In top-heavy ‘catch-all’ parties, party
members are assigned less importance than in
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‘mass’ parties. In ‘mass’ parties the members
generally have strong links to the party organi-
zation. Likewise, in ‘caucus’ parties, where the
parliamentary party wing has a tradition of
autonomy, the extra-parliamentary party is left
to fill the role of fan club, helping to mobilize
voters.

In the early 20th century, debates in US polit-
ical parties regarding their nomination rules
for primaries (local, state, and national) illus-
trate the point that member linkage affects the
way the party works. The custom was that the
party had the discretion to decide which party
members qualified to participate in the nomi-
nation of the party’s electoral candidates.
Abuses led to public regulations (Merriam,
1907). In some states a voter who wanted to
influence the party’s nomination was required
to declare his or her intention to support the
party’s candidates in the election. In other
states there were ‘tests’, including a declaration
that one sympathized with the party’s goals, or
a declaration that one believed in most of the
principles of the party. Or one was simply
asked: ‘Are you a Republican or a Democrat?’
This public regulation of the nomination
process left the US parties without party
members in the formal sense defined above.
When the Libertarian Party of California in
2004 advertised for ‘members’ on the web, the
‘sociological bond’ reflected the US ‘no-member’
tradition (www.ca.lp.org). One can either reg-
ister to vote as a Libertarian or sign up with
the party as a ‘dues-paying member’. As a
dues-paying member one is eligible to vote on
central committee business, and to be a dele-
gate to the annual state convention. However,
it is also necessary to declare that one does not
‘believe in or advocate the initiation of force as
a means of achieving social or political goals’.

In the 20th century socialist parties had
tough membership requirements, reflecting a
strong member–party bond. To join Argentina’s
Socialist Party during the 1930s one needed to
declare in writing acceptance of party statutes,
principles, methods, and programs. The appli-
cant also needed sponsorship by two people
who had been party members for at least six
months. Moreover, one had to wait one year to
be eligible to vote for party officials and six
months to vote on all other questions
(Wellhofer, 1972). This high threshold was
more ‘socialist’ than ‘Argentine’ in its origin.
The Peronist populist party of the 1950s had no
formal membership policy. It accepted ‘oppor-
tunists from all sectors’ and exercised ‘overt
and tacit coercion’ to make public employees
join the party (Little, 1973: 658). 

Party membership in one-party dictatorships
illustrates another membership bond. According
to Leninist party theory only one party can be
allowed to control the state. Under the Soviet
regime, prospective party members were care-
fully screened. For a time they were ‘candidate
members’ before being trusted to practice
‘democratic centralism’ (Ware, 1987). Party
membership in one-party states gave access to
privileges: jobs, information and education.
For these reasons the ‘party’ label and conse-
quently the institution of party membership
may be suspect in new democracies recently
evolved from one-party to multi-party systems
(Bratton, 1999).

The nature of party membership depends on
social context. At one extreme membership is
an expression of belonging – a simple reflection
of religious, class or ethnic identity. Entering
the party is a natural occurrence within one’s
social milieu – parties and party membership
are expressions of ‘segmented’ or ‘encampment’
societies. One grows up in a Catholic family, a
Catholic neighborhood, goes to Catholic
schools, reads the Catholic press and belongs to
Catholic organizations – including the Catholic
Party (Beyme, 1985: 192). Most famous were
the Austrian cradle-to-grave parties where one
lived within the class ‘laager’ of society, where
most individual needs had organizational out-
lets. The Austrian social democrats, to counter
the omnipresence of the Catholic Church,
developed in the early interwar period an
extensive organizational flora, including the
Workers’ Stamp Collecting Association. Party
membership was only one of many expressions
of living in a strong, closed class community.

Forms and entitlements

There are basically three forms of party mem-
bership: individual, auxiliary, and collective.
Individual membership is established when an
individual signs up with the party – generally
at the branch level, but increasingly at the
national level by signing up through the mail
or over the Internet. One is expected to agree
with basic party goals and to be of a certain
age. Parties often require that members have
citizenship. The Irish Fianna Fáil used to ask
only for ‘a connection to Ireland through birth,
residence or Irish parentage’, while its adver-
sary Fine Gael was only open to Irish citizens
(Beyme, 1985: 168). Most Canadian parties
do not require members to be Canadian citi-
zens, but in fact almost all members are (Cross
and Young, 2004: 435). With implementation
of transnational elections for the European
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Parliament and new (local) voting rights for
immigrants, citizenship may not be as widely
required for membership in European parties.

Often parties have auxiliary organizations for
youths, women, and pensioners. These organi-
zations are internal subdivisions of the party
organization. Youths’ organizations generally
have both minimum and maximum age
requirements; however, being of voting age is
not necessary. Dual memberships are often
possible – in both a party branch and the youths’
or women’s organization – which makes an
accurate count of party members difficult.

Finally, collective (‘corporate’) membership is
found when an organization that is not for-
mally of the party enlists all or some of its
members in the party. Obviously these organi-
zations are close to the party, for example trade
unions or farmers’ associations. In the early
European labor movement, the relationship
between party and trade unions was described
as ‘one body, two arms’. A local, industrial
trade union branch might be a subunit of both
its national trade union and a particular party,
dealing with the business of both at its meet-
ings. As trade unions grew less partisan, par-
ticularly after the schism following the Russian
Revolution in 1917, individual trade union
members sometimes had the option of stating
formally their reservations against being
registered as party members. Collective
membership was – and to some extent still is –
particularly important to many European
social democratic parties. Sometimes collec-
tive membership was arranged locally, as in
Scandinavian countries. Sometimes it was
arranged nationally, as in Britain. National
trade unions generally enlisted their members
in a party for financial and/or power reasons.
The individual trade unionist might not realize
he was also a party member. Such corporate
arrangements make it hard to define ‘member-
ship’ as an individual attachment, although the
transaction is registered as membership in
party statistics. This is sometimes labeled ‘affil-
iated membership’ in the literature (Katz and
Mair, 1992). Generally, collective membership
within social democratic parties has been
replaced by other ways to maintain close rela-
tionships with friendly external organizations.

Counting party members

Accuracy in establishing membership totals is
difficult; parties’ membership claims must be
treated with caution. Because the character of
party membership can vary according to time

and place, establishing uniformity in counting
(and eventually comparing) is difficult. In
fascist militia groups, communist cadres, and
‘catch-all’ party branches – all of which have
unique membership bonds – membership
numbers would signify very different organi-
zational capabilities in each case. Nevertheless,
it would be useful to know when and where
such parties gained or lost members.

Basically there are two ways to estimate
party membership levels: probing party regis-
ters and studying party membership claims
made in surveys. Party registers are often based
on varied and changing operative principles,
and are seldom up-to-date. Membership files,
donor registers and mailing lists might be com-
bined indiscriminately by the party to arrive at
a membership total. Ambitious activists may
register half-hearted individuals as members,
taking a ‘perhaps’ for a ‘yes’, and disregarding
whether individuals pay dues. To look good or
to qualify for more delegates at national con-
ferences, or for increased public subventions,
party branches might falsify membership
totals. Keeping up-to-date files to reflect
members who are deceased, are not paying
dues, or have terminated membership is diffi-
cult. For example, should secretariats count,
for a certain time, members who stop paying
dues? The introduction of computerized files
in the 1980s and 1990s, and greater profes-
sionalism among party administrators, have
reduced the impact of such problems.

Using the survey method could be problem-
atical. Apart from chance uncertainties, people
may not know or remember that they are
members, or may even falsely claim mem-
bership out of embarrassment at not being a
member.

Although party membership claims should
be handled with care, there is usually an inter-
esting story behind the figures. Critical evalu-
ations of membership figures may give
important insights into a party’s evolution and
party trends. Changes in party membership
numbers have, for example, been discussed in
the ‘decline of parties’ debate, although most
authors stress that membership decline is only
one factor among many in evaluating party
strength. Empirical works interpreting changes
in party membership are generally focused on
Western European countries (Katz and Mair,
1992), and most studies register a decline
in recent decades (Scarrow, 2000; Mair and
van Biezen, 2001). Many new democracies in
Southern Europe (since the 1970s) and in
Central Europe (in the 1990s), however, experi-
enced increases in party membership. Earlier,
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relatively high party membership levels in the
1950s and 1960s may reflect a boom in partici-
pation following World War II, and not a
‘golden age’ of party vitality as during the
advent of democracy in the early 20th century.
Due to a lack of reliable data, however, these
long-term tendencies are not much studied (but
see Bartolini, 2000). Despite the recent overall
decline in membership – often interpreted as a
decline in the segmented social structure of
post-industrial societies (known as ‘individual-
ization’) – there are large differences between
levels of party membership across Europe.
Austria still has a high level of member density
(party members as share of party vote), despite
having declining party membership. Likewise,
parties within the same country show persis-
tent, wide differences in their ability and/or
willingness to recruit members.

WHY PARTIES WANT MEMBERS AND
WHY PEOPLE WANT TO JOIN

Why do parties recruit members and why do
people join parties? Parties may want
members to help in campaigning, to provide
electoral legitimacy, to run and finance the
organization, to recruit new candidates for
public office, to anchor the party in civil society,
to sound out grassroots opinion and to develop
new policies (Katz, 1990; Scarrow, 1994: 28;
Ware, 1996: 63–84). No doubt party leadership
will welcome differently the contributions of
members in each of the above areas. If the
intention originally was to recruit members
to run successful electoral campaigns, leader-
ship may find members wanting, even
demanding, to influence party policies. New,
alternative sources of income – such as public
subvention – may change the calculus on the
benefits of membership, reducing the incen-
tive to generate party income from member-
ship dues.

The 19th-century parliamentary party
factions – the ‘caucus’ or ‘cadre’ parties – had
mostly local supporters. These parties emerged
from parliamentary politics without a formal
organization linking supporters to the parlia-
mentary party through a nation-wide extra-
parliamentary structure. Many liberal and
conservative parties in Europe long resisted
the challenge of the socialist mass-membership
parties, and fought elections with the aid of
informal networks. In the early 20th century
the US campaign-based parties showed that
parties could operate without a membership

organization, even in a mass democracy, if
forced to do so by public regulations. Still,
most parties today organize a membership,
even though the distinction between members
and supporters is often vague, as in the French
Gaullist party in the 1960s or in Berlusconi’s
Forza Italia since the mid-1990s. 

Motivations

Why do individuals want to become party
members? The question applies only if mem-
bership requires an active choice. In the British
labor movement a great difference has been
found between members exercising an active
choice and simply being signed up. When the
rules for collective trade union membership of
the Labour Party were changed from ‘opting
in’ (declaring that membership is wanted) to
‘opting out’ (declaring membership unwanted)
after 1945, the percentage of trade union
members also affiliated to the Labour Party
rose from 49% to 91% (Beyme, 1985: 175). 

The calculus on the benefits of party mem-
bership depends on party type as well as on
political and social setting. People join to gain
influence, material favors, information, social
benefits or mental satisfaction. Among the
things members may lose are money, time and
alternative opportunities. What is known about
people’s motivations for joining a party is scat-
tered; there is no generally acknowledged
typology for it. Most studies build, however, on
the Clark and Wilson (1961) distinction
between material, social and purposive incen-
tives for organizational commitment. Member
surveys in the UK, Ireland, and Scandinavia
show that people mostly express political (pur-
posive) motives for joining – from ideological
convictions to fighting for or against particular
policies/politicians (Seyd and Whiteley, 1992;
Gallagher and Marsh, 2002; Heidar and Saglie,
2003). Paul Sabatier (1992) has developed a
‘commitment theory’, according to which indi-
viduals join and become active in a political
organization because of their strong ideological
sympathies with the organization’s political
goals. Purposive motives appear to be espe-
cially prominent in newly formed parties
(Clarke et al., 2000). Some members also report
social reasons, such as family tradition and
social norms. A study of the Italian Socialist
Party in the 1960s found that about one-third
listed influence of family and friends as
the reason for membership (Barnes, 1967).
With movement networks declining, however,
and with a weaker social element in party
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organization, social motivations for party
membership may well have weakened (Ware,
1987). Studies of US party activism show that
ideological motivation is more frequently pre-
sent in affluent counties (Conway and Feigert,
1968). In patronage parties, such as early US
local party organizations (‘party machines’),
material incentives – for example, public
employment or preferential treatment – were
dominant. As late as 1990 the New York Times
reported that to get a civil service job in Illinois,
applicants had both to pass an examination and
to get approval from a precinct captain and the
county party chairman (quoted in Beck and
Sorauf, 1992: 117). Today, European member
surveys show that very few members express
career benefits or material rewards as their
motives for joining. However, these motives are
less socially acceptable and therefore probably
underreported. Motivational research is in any
case difficult as motives may be vague, com-
plex and volatile (McCulloch, 1990).

Who are the members?

Who will become party members? The answer
is – as for political participation in general –
that the most resourceful individuals sign up
for party membership. Within the specific
social, cultural or geographical segments
mobilized by the party, people with relatively
high scores on education, income, and socio-
economic status (SES) are disproportionately
filling membership ranks (Widfeldt, 1995). But
membership is not only pursued on an indi-
vidual basis, creating the usual ‘high-SES’
biases. Parties are mobilizing agents, often
organizing recruitment campaigns among spe-
cial groups. European social democratic par-
ties around 1900 often had significant numbers
of leaders from the middle or upper classes,
but still worked especially hard to enlist work-
ing-class members. They targeted the trade
unions, the industrial plants, and the poorer
neighborhoods. Ideology obviously was impor-
tant, as the goal of the early socialists was
to liberate the working class. Youths and
women have always been groups targeted
by many parties, as evidenced by the special
party organizations often created for them.
Some parties based their politics on promoting
agrarian, religious, and ethnic interests, and
sought to enlist members from these groups.
Recruitment drives served two purposes
besides increasing membership in general.
First, parties sought to increase internal legiti-
macy by recruiting among the people on whose

behalf they fought. Second, they sought to
increase electoral legitimacy by giving voters a
sense of social representation through party
membership. When a party pursues a people’s
party strategy its targeting of particular groups
probably declines. 

Another factor impacting membership pro-
files is competition from alternative organiza-
tional networks for a party’s recruitment base.
In countries with strong organizations mobiliz-
ing low-SES citizens – for example, like an
established network of organizations mobiliz-
ing broad segments among farmers, religions
denominations, or ethnic groups – party recruit-
ment (and party voting) may be enhanced
among the lower-SES groups (Rokkan and
Campbell, 1960). On the other hand, alternative
organizations may be detrimental to general
party recruitment by being more attractive,
as when single-issue political action commit-
tees appear more attractive to people who
‘want things done’, or when environmentalist
groups are more attractive to young activists
than the ‘generalist’ parties (Lawson and
Merkl, 1988).

Women in the party

In the latter decades of the 20th century, inte-
gration of women was a major goal of many
parties. Some parties, such as the Icelandic
Women’s Alliance established in the 1980s,
were open only to women. But women’s par-
ties are rare and usually small. Most parties
have had predominantly male memberships.
However, in many countries male membership
is declining, particularly in Scandinavia. In
Denmark and Norway, female membership
rose from roughly one-third to roughly one-
half the total membership from the early 1970s
to 1990 (Sundberg, 1995). Several parties today
have a majority female membership. At the
other extreme, women in Tanzania (Tenga and
Peter, 1996) and Malaysia (Rogers, 1986) strug-
gle to be included in political parties at all.
However, reports show rising levels of female
involvement at lower party levels in those
countries.

Causes of change in party
membership

An obvious starting point in explaining mem-
bership trends is the party’s general political
support. Strong support among the people
creates the potential for a large membership. Still,
organizational factors enter the process: parties
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may increasingly/decreasingly be willing or
able to recruit supporters. An example is the
change by center-right parties from caucus into
membership parties in order to contain the
influence of socialist mass parties – what
Duverger called the ‘contagion’ from the left.
Changing organizational structures and the
status of members may be a deliberate strategy
of established party elites to pursue their inter-
ests (Panebianco, 1988: 191). Also contextual
political, social and economic factors enter the
process. Public regulations changing rules for
collective membership – requiring individuals
to opt in or opt out – have (as discussed above)
huge effects on membership size. Public party
finance may also have consequences for the
number of members when subvention is based
on membership. Indeed, membership numbers
were falsified in Danish and Norwegian
youths’ parties in the 1980s and 1990s in order
to obtain public funds. Parties winning office or
taking over the state, as in communist countries
after a revolution, may offer security and career
prospects that make them attractive to prospec-
tive members. Social forces may enhance mem-
bership, as when parties reach a ‘critical mass’
in a community, making it appear easy (or even
necessary) to join the party – cf. Tingsten’s
(1937) ‘law of social gravity’. Finally, economic
fluctuations may influence membership trends,
although not always in clear-cut ways (Beyme,
1985: 175–88). Indirectly, the economic slump
between the First and Second World Wars led
to increased membership in fascist parties.
Recessions after World War II did not. Two
factors explaining declines in party member-
ship in many Western European parties since
the 1970s are the rise of affluence and the polit-
ical consumerist attitudes prevalent in post-
industrial societies.

PARTY MEMBER ACTIVITIES

What do party members do? Members’ activi-
ties vary substantially according to the nature
of the party and also to how much time
members have, their interests, and the oppor-
tunities available to them. The following con-
cerns studies of parties in advanced industrial
societies, primarily Western Europe and
Canada. First, these studies find that many
members join their party primarily as an
expression of support, and that after joining
they are inactive and have no intention of
becoming active. In the German CDU in the
1970s roughly one-third of members attended

at most one party function annually (Falke,
1982: 73). In Britain, up to 50% of Labour Party
members, and 75% of Conservative Party
members, reported being inactive during an
average month. Most, however, took part in at
least one activity during the five years preced-
ing surveys (Whiteley and Seyd, 2002: 95–7).
Surveys (1991 and 2000) of Norwegian party
members showed that more than 50% did not
take part in any party activities whatsoever
during the preceding year, and that about 20%
stated they had no intention of being active
(Heidar and Saglie, 2003: 770).

Second, studies indicate that the proportion
of members participating in party activities
on a regular basis varies from 10% to 45%
(Scarrow, 2000: 95). What constitutes ‘on a
regular basis’ can be debated. For example, at
the turn of the last century 7–8% of members in
Danish liberal and Christian parties were clas-
sified as ‘active’ although they reported spend-
ing only slightly more than 5 hours monthly on
party activities. Using the same criterion, 25%
of Socialist People’s Party and Red-Green
Alliance members could be considered ‘active’
(Pedersen et al., 2004: 375). In the 1990s, studies
of British parties showed that, by the same
criterion, 10–20% of party members could be con-
sidered ‘active’ (Whiteley and Seyd, 2002: 95).
The criteria for being an ‘active’ party member,
however, will vary according to both the
particular party cultures and the methods of
measurement used in the research. The way
activism is operationalized will naturally reflect
the analytical focus of the particular research,
making cross-country comparative summaries
difficult.

Third, members’ activities occur both inside
and outside the party. Inside the party they
attend meetings, engage in debates, and orga-
nize party affairs. Outside the party they take
part in electoral campaigns, argue the party’s
case at work, write articles and run for public
office. Bringing out the vote was the main task
of members in the early caucus parties and
remains important – despite centralized media
campaigns (Scarrow, 1996; Carty and Eagles,
2003). Offers of extra financial support to the
party are often counted as activity, although
one could argue that these are merely expres-
sions of party support, much like when one
joins the party without intending to be an active
member. There are no clear ‘activity thresholds’
which allow for a simple, unambiguous defini-
tion of ‘party activity’. Membership activity
profiles come in all shapes and sizes. On the
one hand, about 80% of Canadian party
members attended branch meetings during the
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last year and more than 70% volunteered in
election campaigns (Cross and Young, 2004:
440). On the other, about 25% attended a lead-
ership convention and 6% sought a federal
nomination. 

Recent changes in information technology
have made new activities available to party
members (Römmele, 2003). The Internet has
opened new communication channels and
debate arenas. Members, however, appear slow
to adapt to these new opportunities. In 2000
only about 10% of party members in Norway –
which early on had, as a nation, a relatively
high level of access to the Internet – visited
their party’s home page at least once a month,
and even fewer used e-mail in party affairs
(Heidar and Saglie, 2003). However, among
office-holders, and particularly among younger
office-holders, the Internet was more widely
used. Forty percent of office-holders aged
under 40 used e-mail at least once monthly to
keep in contact with fellow party members.

Fourth, there are different types of activists.
Party activists may differ both in their type
(internal–external) and in their level of activity
(high–low). The ‘party builder’ would be high
in intensity and focused on internal activities,
while the ‘party supporter’ would occasionally
argue the party’s case among friends, neigh-
bors or workmates. Very little is known about
different types of activists. In the old days,
when people belonged to communist ‘cadre’
parties, the fascist militia or liberal ‘caucus’
parties, one assumed the differences in activist
types to follow the party type. In contempo-
rary advanced industrial societies, differences
in levels of activism between parties are not
that marked. Levels of activism vary just as
much within a party as between parties. An
extensive study on ‘high-intensity’ party
members in Britain in the early 1990s found
that, in the Labour Party, about 10% of
members reported working for the party more
than 10 hours monthly, while the figure was
5% in the Conservative Party (Whiteley and
Seyd, 2002). In the research literature on spe-
cific parties or countries, levels of activism
have been found to be in decline during the
1990s (Zielonka-Goei, 1992: 102). Whether this
is a general trend, however, is hard to know.
Systematic, comparative data are not readily
available (Selle and Svåsand, 1991). Due to
declining membership, parties may require
more activity from remaining members to keep
up their organization (Scarrow, 1993). In
Norway, however, levels of party member
activism were fairly stable from 1991 to
2000 – although party membership declined

significantly, suggesting that other contextual
variables had an impact (Heidar and Saglie,
2003).

Why differences in party activism?

One’s decision to join a party as a member (see
above) and one’s decision to engage in various
party activities may involve parts of the same
calculus, but the two decisions need not be
taken for the same reason(s). Both decisions
are dependent on both supply and demand
factors. Duverger (1964: 116) distinguished
between totalitarian and restricted parties, that
is, parties that demanded virtually total com-
mitment and parties that demanded very little
from their members. Party ideology plays a
central part when party members are expected
to act as the vanguard of historical necessi-
ties. The Leninist (totalitarian) party model
demanded total involvement by members.
This requirement made for an absurd situation
when a new ‘party activity’ was introduced by
the Soviet Communist Party in 1926: members
were asked to repent their views. Stalin’s
‘organic theory’ of the party was put into prac-
tice when the Central Committee decided that
a party task should be ‘to try to make the oppo-
sition bloc admit that its views are wrong’ (van
Ree, 1993: 43). 

A party generally wants its members to be
active, although the reasons will vary both
from party to party and over time according to
the party’s required/needed level of activism.
The ‘contagion from the right’ argument of
Leon Epstein (1967: 260) asserted, with refer-
ence to Duverger, that modern media would
cause the displacement of existing member-
ship functions by new campaign techniques.
This development, it was asserted by Epstein,
would make European mass parties more
similar to American campaign parties. By the
same token, one could also argue that the
advent of the Internet will change the character
of future party activism (Party Politics, 2003).
Finally, as discussed above, an organization’s
size may affect member activism, as when a
smaller membership must perform tasks previ-
ously performed by a larger membership.

Party members give different reasons for
engaging in party activities. There are efforts
to map their motivations (see above) and also
to explain them. A standard explanatory
approach is to analyze sociodemographic
and socioeconomic motivations. In a study
of British Labour Party members, Seyd and
Whiteley (1992) compared active and inactive
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party members, and found a tendency for
socioeconomic variables to be correlated with
party activism. 

A member’s activism may also be explained
by his or her preferences for particular policies.
In the terminology of rational choice theory, a
party’s favored policies take on the character of
a ‘collective good’ when implemented
(Whiteley and Seyd, 1996: 218). Policy prefer-
ences interacting with an actor’s objective ability
to make a decisive contribution towards a goal
may explain activism. Rational choice theory
predicts a positive correlation between party
members’ ideological convictions and their lev-
els of participation. A study of Danish party
members, however, found only weak correla-
tions between ideological radicalism and party
member activism (Hansen, 2002: 191). Also,
central to research on party activism is the
notion that social norms induce party activism.
The ‘expectations–values–norms’ theory sees
actors as ‘embedded in networks of social
norms and beliefs, which provide internal and
external motivations to behave in certain ways’
(Whiteley and Seyd, 2002: 45). Hence, party
members surrounded by family and peers are
likely to be more active than party members
who are not part of such networks. Party
identification is another factor to consider,
because it has proved to be a strong predictor of
members’ activism levels. The basic notion is
that party activism is not the result of party
members’ cognitive (cost–benefit) evaluations,
but rather of members’ loyalty and affection for
a group or party (Whiteley and Seyd, 2002: 55).
Finally, it is likely that some party activists are
driven by political ambition, either to improve
their own welfare or to improve the welfare
of others. ‘The relevance of political ambition
for party organization should be obvious’
(Schlesinger, 1991: 33). The argument assumes
that the individual’s behavior is explicitly goal-
directed. As a theoretical explanation for party
activism, political ambitions can be seen as the
antithesis of a theoretical explanation stressing
‘expressive incentives’. 

With the exception of socioeconomic vari-
ables, the explanatory factors described above
have been merged into one overarching ‘gen-
eral incentives model’, and Whiteley and Seyd
have on several occasions applied this model
to explain party activism in British parties
(Seyd and Whiteley, 1992; Whiteley et al., 1994;
Whiteley and Seyd, 2002). Based on member
surveys, their conclusion is that the general
incentives model tends to outperform its
rivals. They also found support for their gen-
eral incentives model in their study of Irish

Fine Gael members (Gallagher et al., 2002).
They concluded that the ‘SES model adds
nothing to what can be explained by the gen-
eral incentives model’ (p. 111). A test of the
general incentives model based on survey data
of Danish party members found that it fits the
facts better than did other models (Hansen,
2002: 251–59). 

Other models fare no better or worse than
the general incentives model. Empirical stud-
ies suggest that a number of factors – even
theoretically antithetical ones – are relevant
in explaining party activism. A supplemen-
tary explanatory approach that, so far, has
received surprisingly little attention in empiri-
cal research focuses on the party variable. Since
the work of Duverger, it has been generally
accepted that different party types, or ideologi-
cal party ‘families’, have distinctive participa-
tory cultures, for example totalitarian versus
restrictive parties. Bringing back ‘party’ or
‘party family’ as an explanatory variable
will introduce a version of the ‘expectations–
values-norms’ theory. Different parties are
expected to attract different kinds of people,
and to shape them through different party
cultures. The German Greens attracted high-
intensity members in the 1980s (Poguntke, 1992).
Research on Norwegian party members has
shown that party is strongly correlated with
levels of party member activism, even when
controls are made for SES variables (Heidar,
1994: 76). 

Are party members special?
May’s law of curvilinear disparity

May (1973) argued that ‘sub-leaders’ in parties
hold more extreme views than both party
voters (non-leaders) and the party leadership.
His position differed from the standard one,
which assumed that party leaders held more
‘ideological’ or ‘party correct’ views than their
followers (McClosky et al., 1960). May pre-
dicted, and claimed to find, hierarchical con-
trasts between the sub-leaders and others in
opinions on policy alternatives. Party sub-
leaders would, according to his theory, be
devoted activists. Their recruitment and social-
ization would make them more ‘ideological’
than rank-and-file supporters. On the other
hand, top leaders must moderate (or appear to
moderate) their views for two reasons: com-
promises are necessary in public office; and
competition for moderate voters. One could
reasonably expect to find, according to May’s
law, empirical differences in political views at
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different hierarchical levels in parties. The
expectation that one would find ‘militants’,
‘ideologues’ or ‘true believers’ among party
activists is commonplace among political
commentators. But does empirical research
confirm such expectations?

Studies within both the formal context of
European party organizations and the informal
context of US party organizations suggest that
the answer is ‘no’ (Norris, 1995: 33; Herrera
and Taylor, 1994). Norris studied the British
Conservative and Labour parties, focusing on
party candidates for the 1992 election, members
attending selection meetings for candidates,
and party voters. She found that members of
both parties tended to hold views located
between the moderate voters and the more
radical leaders, and that the relationship
between the different layers in the party was
more complex than suggested by May. First,
the motives of the party sub-leaders and senior
leaders were more varied (than suggested by
May’s law) – as were the forces shaping politi-
cal opinions at different levels. Norris found
that high ideological commitment was among
the major factors inducing party leaders to
stand for election. On the other hand, one
might expect that the sub-leadership faced
moderating forces when fighting local elec-
tions. Observers also easily overrate how rep-
resentative the extremist sub-leaders and their
factions are within parties: they are usually
very vocal in order to put pressure on the lead-
ership, but do not necessarily speak for the
average party member. Norris explains the
negative test of May’s law with the argument
that mixed ideological and electoral incentives
shape the opinions of both party leaders and
their members. A study of Irish Fine Gael
shows that the members were far from being
extremists (Gallagher and Marsh, 2004).
Instead they held ‘impeccably middle-of-the-
road opinions’ (p. 418). A study of several
Norwegian parties of political views at differ-
ent levels on a number of issues found a curvi-
linear pattern in one-third of the cases, but
failed to find a clear pattern – which left the
authors wondering why curvilinearity occurred
in some cases but not in others (Narud and
Skare, 1999). 

There is no final verdict on how special the
political opinions of party members (or sub-
leaders) are within parties. Even if the litera-
ture has failed to produce a consensus on
May’s law (Scarrow et al., 2000: 131), the law of
curvilinear disparity, with its ‘grain of truth’
and clear predictions, continues to generate
empirical research on opinion formation

processes within political parties. Perhaps one
need to be reminded that May presented more
than one hypothesis on how opinion formation
takes place within parties.

Michels’ law of oligarchy

The research inspired by Robert Michels’ ‘law of
oligarchy’ is both older and more voluminous
than the research inspired by May’s law. While
May basically held an optimistic view on the
impact of members – it matters what sub-
leaders/members think and do – Michels was
essentially pessimistic, arguing that neither
leadership’s rules nor members’ opinions matter.
In its original version, Michels’ law stated:
‘to say organization is to say a tendency to
oligarchy’ (Michels, 1925: 25; quoted in Beyme,
1985: 232). In the English book based on a trans-
lation of the Italian edition of Michels’ work, the
‘fundamental sociological law of political par-
ties’ is formulated in the following terms: ‘It is
organization which gives birth to the domina-
tion of the elected over the electors, of the man-
dataries over the mandators, of the delegates
over the delegators. Who say organization, say
oligarchy’ (Michels, 1962: 365). In this spiced-up
version, the moderating ‘tendency to’ has been
left out, which makes a substantial difference.
But as with May, it is the forceful hypothesis
embedded in Michels’ law, the argument that
democratic parties do not and cannot exist,
that has made his law of oligarchy so widely
researched and hotly contested.

Michels analyzed the ‘new politics’ of the
early 20th century that emerged with the advent
of mass suffrage and extra-parliamentary par-
ties. While Ostrogorsky (1902) had discussed
how permanent party organizations outside
parliament would pervert the reasoned debate
among elites, Michels questioned whether the
new mass parties really mattered politically,
since the oligarchs ruled anyway. He argued –
using the institutional approach of his mentor
Max Weber – that the party leadership gov-
erned the party organization by necessity.
Creating an organization would in itself create
the basis for an oligarchy. The leaders would
control the decision-making process and the
channels of information, and they could
manipulate the support of the uninformed and
unprofessional membership, making empty
rituals of formal democratic policy-making
processes.

To prove his case, Michels selected for
his empirical research the German Social
Democratic Party, a party with a strong claim to
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being internally democratic. If oligarchy still
prevailed in that party, he argued, then his law
would also apply to parties with less or even no
intention of letting their members influence
policies. To some, his law has appeared self-
evident and applicable to all parties. E.E.
Schattschneider found it hard to imagine what a
democratization of the US parties actually
would entail, let alone ‘whether democratiza-
tion, if it were possible, would be appropriate to
the legitimate functions of the parties in a mod-
ern political system’ (1942: 58). If true, if internal
party democracy were impossible, there would
be no point in studying party members in order
to understand party decision-making. What
happens inside the party would not impact the
policies pursued by the party leaders. The study
of members would, of course, still be interesting
for other reasons, such as seeking to understand
the basis for and dynamics of grassroots
activism, the recruitment processes, the poten-
tial for the mobilization of voters, etc.

Michels’ law has been the starting point for
numerous studies. As with May’s law, however,
this is not because the studies generally confirm
that members are unimportant, but because the
‘grain of truth’ – or the ‘tendency to’ – gives a
useful analytical reference point for empirical
studies. Most empirical research, in fact, con-
cludes that even in parties dominated from the
top, the party leadership cannot afford to over-
look completely the political opinions of its
members, regardless of the formal structures of
the party organization (McKenzie, 1955).
Michels did, however, also provide an extensive
list of (researchable) factors that may limit
the members’ opportunities to influence party
decisions, such as members’ background and
resources (Barnes, 1967), organization size (Tan,
1998), level of institutionalization (Panebianco,
1988), leadership types (Weber, 1964), etc.
A study of the party organizations in a number
of mature democracies summed it all up: ‘There
are now many instances around the democratic
world where party leaders operate a coalition of
power in which grass-roots members are signif-
icant junior partners’ (Scarrow et al., 2000: 149).
The impact of members varies, of course.
Research indicates that, in the new Eastern
European democracies, member input is fairly
limited (van Biezen, 2000). In parties with weak
or no membership, the discussions focus on rela-
tionships between leaders and activists or
followers (Eldersveld, 1964). Changes in the
party environment also impact the degree of
member influence. State financing of parties
may reduce the need to accommodate members,
but little evidence for this is offered (Pierre et al.,

2000). The Internet may be used both to enhance
member influence and to strengthen leadership
control (Party Politics, 2003). The Internet could
make direct democracy within parties more
workable, but any evidence of this is far from
conclusive (Party Politics, 1999). It would also be
difficult for members to influence, for example,
candidate selection in the media-driven electoral
campaigns of early 21st-century politics (Party
Politics, 2001).

There are several ways to do empirical
research on members’ participation in decision-
making processes within political parties. The
traditional approach is to study particular polit-
ical issues to determine how the process evolved
and who influenced the final outcome. Michels’
book is full of such cases. Another approach
(also adopted by Michels) is to study organiza-
tional rules (Katz and Mair, 1992). Researchers
can also interview or survey party leadership
and/or members to get their evaluation of how
the organization works (Party Politics, 2004).
Finally, one may rely on ‘expert opinions’ to
compare degrees of centralization of power in
parties (Janda, 1980). One should note, however,
that members’ influence may differ in different
aspects of party work. In a study of party rules
in about 18 democracies, members’ influence
patterns turned out to be different for candi-
date selection, leadership selection, and policy-
making (Scarrow et al., 2000).

CONSEQUENCES OF PARTY
MEMBERSHIP

Party membership has an impact on party
processes, the leadership, and the members
themselves. The German Greens were in the
1980s very much occupied with building an
organization that sustained members’ influ-
ence and hampered the ‘oligarchic tendencies’
of a party organization. Consequently they
instituted collective leadership, rotation, and
direct democracy, placing severe restrictions
on their leadership, which they suspected of
being unreliable (Poguntke, 1994). The effects
of party members on internal party political
decision-making have been discussed above;
in this section I will look at the effects of party
membership on the individual member and on
the political system/society.

Effects on the individual member

As noted, some party members are unaware of
their membership, and consequently it does
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not affect them as individuals. At the other
extreme (if one is aware of one’s party mem-
bership) such awareness can have dramatic
effects. In illiberal regimes it may lead to
persecution, imprisonment, even execution/
assassination. Tsarist Russia jailed and exiled
communist agitators in the early 20th century,
just as the Soviet Communists jailed, hospital-
ized, and exiled their dissenters. In liberal
regimes the consequences of membership are
generally less drastic, although Communist
party members in Western countries could lose
their (non-party) jobs during the most intense
periods of the Cold War. 

The goals motivating one to become a party
member (rectifying injustice, working with
others on important matters, personal gain)
may actually be realized by one’s membership
in the party. Studies of Chicago machine poli-
tics during its heyday in the 1920s and 1930s
showed that over half the precinct captains
held public sector jobs (Gosnell, 1937; Epstein,
1967; Crotty, 1986). Keeping those jobs depended
on their ability to bring out the Democrat vote.
The spoils from winning power generally go to
a small number of top party politicians (locally
and nationally) who enter public office, but
electoral success may also bring spoils to a
(varying) number of political-administrative
personnel. Mostly these are party leaders, but
at the lower levels party membership may be
the qualification that in the end decides who
gets the job. 

The mechanisms through which party mem-
bership may benefit the rank-and-file members
are as manifold as human imagination and
corrupt practices allow. Access and friend-
ships within the inner circle of top financial
elites under the socialist governments in
France under Mitterrand (1988–95) depended
on social prestige, residence, and party
membership – although most importantly on
graduation from the school the École Nationale
d’Administration for top bureaucrats, (Kadushin,
1995). In communist regimes, one’s job and
career opportunities depended on member-
ship in the party. After the Bolsheviks won
power in Russia, they founded the Institute of
Red Professors in 1921 to educate the new
socialist intelligentsia of the Soviet Union (Fox,
1993). In Communist China, party membership
influences recruitment into administrative and
managerial positions (Bian, 1995). Evidence
points, however, to a dual career pattern in
China, whereby membership is always a pre-
requisite for administrative positions, but does
not necessarily enhance professional careers
(Walder et al., 2000).

On polity and society

The sum of micro membership experiences has
macro consequences for the political system.
Party membership may educate members or
make them more cynical. Either development
will affect the nature of political debate.
Membership may give members a stake in the
system – creating positive feedback on partici-
pation and legitimacy. Engaged members will
take part in local-level electoral campaigns,
bringing out the vote beyond what can be
achieved by sophisticated national campaigns
focusing on branding and personalities (Carty
and Eagles, 2003). At the aggregate level, how-
ever, it is difficult to find clear relationships
between party membership size and electoral
strength (Scarrow, 2000). Party experiences
might also frustrate members, causing them to
go to the sidelines of politics for a while
(Hirschman, 1982), or causing them to switch
parties. If such switches occur in large enough
numbers, it would ultimately result in the
demise of old and the rise of new parties. 

According to the participatory democracy
school of thought, party member participation
and debate in internal party affairs will pro-
vide a link between civil society and politics
that supplements the link provided by compet-
itive debate at the party system level (Teorell,
1999). The organizational encapsulation, by
labor organizations, of the newly enfranchised,
largely apolitical and underprivileged masses,
helped to stabilize the new mass politics. These
organizations contribute to making cross-
national allegiances less important; shift the
locus of conflict from the economy to the polit-
ical arena; increase participation; and conse-
quently strengthen the legitimacy of liberal
democracy (Rokkan, 1962; Wellhofer, 1981).
The argument that parties induce system sta-
bility and legitimacy has also been made,
citing cases as diverse as the Rural African
Party in Tanzania during the 1960s (Miller,
1970) and clientelist politics in the Philippines
(Nowak and Snyder, 1974). The party organi-
zation in these cases and others provided ser-
vices to its members and supporters while at
the same time creating mobilization, control,
and stability at the level of the political system. 

Party membership may have more general
implications for the individual and the society
at large. To maintain its control over the Soviet
Army, the Russian Communist Party filled its
officer corps with loyal party members, and
then constantly educated them in communism
(Brzezinski, 1952). More commonplace is the
‘partyfication’ of public administration. In the
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USA, urban political machines were once heavily
staffed with party members; incoming presi-
dential administrations gave government and
other jobs to loyal party supporters. Similar
practices occurred in several European coun-
tries, including Austria and Belgium, where
national ministries and public service appara-
tus also were once filled with party supporters
(Daalder, 1987). These practices, however, are
in decline due to civil service reforms.

Finally, one may ask whether democracy
requires or needs party members. How ‘democ-
racy’ is defined will play a big role in determin-
ing the answer to this question, but the standard
answer would be ‘no’. For example, for elec-
tions to be free and fair under political systems
with universal suffrage, it is not necessary that
competing parties have party members (or that
competing candidates be party representatives,
for that matter). However, the quality of democ-
ratic processes might be improved were more
citizens to be party members, but that would
depend, naturally, on the quality of party
democracy case by case.

PARTY MEMBER RESEARCH
IN THE FUTURE

Research on party membership is part of
a broad effort to understand parties, citizen
participation, and democratic processes.
Sustained empirical research is required to
improve our understanding of the individual
party member and the institution of party
membership and the effects it has on political
processes. Most research on political parties
has a European bias (Diamond and Gunther,
2001). The same bias applies to most research
on party members. Therefore, more studies of
party members and party membership in
countries besides the advanced industrial
countries of Europe, with their established lib-
eral democracies, are called for. Such studies
will call into question the accepted under-
standing of what the phenomenon of ‘party
membership’ is, and will demand a more
empirically applicable typology of member-
ship than the variable geometry employed by
Duverger.

Beyond extending the studies of member-
ship in space and – to the extent possible – in
time, the research would probably be most
fruitful for general political science if it were
pursued along two main lines: studying party
membership as ‘political participation’ and
party members as ‘political agents’. Studying

membership as participation would mean
approaching this in the same way as other
researchers approach voting. The relevant
questions would be: Who are the members?
How much do they participate? Why do they
take part in varying degrees? One recent exam-
ple of this line of research is the study of ‘high-
intensity’ members’ participation by Whiteley
and Seyd (2002). Studying members as politi-
cal agents, on the other hand, would raise
questions about the impact of member activity.
The original questions were posed by Robert
Michels: How is decision-making conducted in
political parties? And to what extent do
members influence decision-making? Answers
to these questions will be difficult to find
because searching for them places the same
demands on researchers of political parties as
those which have always been placed on
researchers of power in general. They must
answer the question: Who governs? In this
field there is an obvious need for more empiri-
cal studies of the decision-making processes in
political parties.

NOTE

∗ Parts of this text are based on work done jointly
with Jo Saglie, Institute for Social Research, Oslo,
and with Berhard Hansen, Århus. I also have
benefited from comments by Jo Saglie and Lars
Svåsand on an earlier draft.
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Simply put, Americans are not politically
active. Thirty-five percent reported an attempt
to persuade someone to vote a particular way
in 2000; about 11 percent displayed a campaign
button or sticker on their person, lawn, or car;
11 percent reported a contribution to a candi-
date, party, or some group that worked on
behalf of a candidate or party; 5 percent
remember attending a political rally or meet-
ing; only 3 percent did any work on behalf of a
party or candidate. Each activity requires
energy, spare time, disposable income, or a
level of interpersonal aggressiveness that
many people simply do not have.

Voting is much less demanding and civic
norms encourage Americans to vote, but even
this activity is not that attractive to many
Americans. In the 1996 American National
Election Study (ANES) survey, 50 percent
agreed that it is acceptable to stay home if one
doesn’t care how an election comes out. Only
41 percent thought that a person had an oblig-
ation to vote even if the person didn’t care who
won. This expressed indifference is corrobo-
rated by turnout rates. Just over 17.5 percent
took part in the primaries that selected the
candidates who ran in the 2000 general elec-
tion. The low participation rate of Democrats
(less than 14.7 million) might be explained
by the virtually uncontested nomination of
Vice-President Gore, but only 20.7 million
Republicans turned out – and no one should
describe George Bush’s nomination as uncon-
tested. Americans did better in the general
election where turnout exceeded 51 percent,
about 15 points above the turnout rate for the
1998 congressional elections.1 But ‘better’ still

leaves the United States well below the norm
for almost any comparable country. The
turnout rate for our presidential elections has
averaged about 55 percent of the voter-age
population (VAP) since 1980; a figure which is
about 25 points below the average of other
Anglo-American democracies, and about 30
points below the average turnout rate for the
nations of Western Europe, with whom we
share a substantially common political culture.
As Figure 26.1 indicates, only the Swiss have
been less likely to participate.

Interestingly, American turnout is not lower
because Americans have unusually low inter-
est in public affairs or weak partisanship. On
average, Americans display interest levels and
party attachments that are similar to those of
citizens of countries with much higher turnout
rates. Since both interest in politics and parti-
sanship have some natural ceiling, a program
to increase interest or party attachments is not
likely to do much to increase turnout levels
from their current 55–60 percent or more in
presidential elections (Powell, 1982; Teixeira,
1992; McDonald and Popkin, 2001).

The differential is likely to be found among
institutional variables – registration require-
ments, voter canvassing and election day
mobilization, and fewer elections – not in
American citizenship norms (which are not so
terrible in comparative perspective). This
chapter reviews the role of voter canvassing
and election day mobilization in promoting
turnout. The working hypothesis that drives
this chapter is that a significant contributor to
low turnout is the style of campaigning in
America.
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THE PARTISAN CONSEQUENCES OF
ELECTORAL MOBILIZATION

American campaigns do relatively little to shape
turnout. They spend the bulk of their resources
on attempting to shape the direction of the vote,
effectively assuming that turnout will reach a
level ‘typical’ of turnout of the type of election at
hand and that the best way to win an election is
to ‘improve’ the vote share among the expected
voters. Political science has encouraged this by
demonstrating repeatedly that non-voters typi-
cally share the preferences of voters. The argu-
ment that turnout tends to have an inconsistent
partisan bias is, however, not uncontested.

Lijphart’s prominent (1997) essay arguing that
a bias exists reflects a substantial literature link-
ing turnout and electoral mobilization to partisan
outcomes. Campbell’s early (1966) study of shifts
in party fortunes between higher-turnout presi-
dential and lower-turnout congressional elections

provided a basis in survey data for the biased
turnout hypothesis. Subsequent analyses of elec-
tion results provided additional empirical sup-
port (recent examples include Tucker and Vedlitz,
1986; Nagel, 1988; Avery, 1989; Radcliff, 1994;
Pacek and Radcliff, 1995; and – more tentatively –
Nagel and McNulty, 1996). Sporadic popular
political commentary often reported circum-
stances that reinforced the notion that turnout
has a direct effect on election outcomes (Duncan,
1991; Freedman, 1996). Commentaries that attrib-
uted the success of the GOP, especially in presi-
dential elections, to a decline in turnout since the
1960s (Edsall, 1984; Burnham, 1987, Piven and
Cloward, 1988) created a chorus of support for
schemes that might increase turnout – same-day
registration, ‘motor voter’ bills, and so forth.

The literature on party system change
provided important ancillary support for the
biased turnout thesis. It identified a similar
turnout/mobilization process as a critical
ingredient in party realignments, arguing that
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any party system with a low rate of participa-
tion is vulnerable to substantial change because
the segments of the society who are involved
are virtually never a representative sample of
those who do not participate. When these
peripherals are mobilized they typically trans-
form the party balance because the newly
mobilized rarely find attractive choices among
the parties of the limited electorate (some
examples of this literature include Lubell, 1952;
Eldersveld, 1949; Key, 1955; Burnham, 1970;
Przeworski, 1975; Andersen, 1979; Petrocik,
1981a; Petrocik and Brown, 1999).

Despite its intuitive appeal and fragmentary
supportive evidence, the turnout bias thesis is
not well supported by direct evidence. Kernell
(1977) was among the first to demonstrate that
the on-year/off-year oscillation in party for-
tunes (described by Campbell, 1966) was less
a function of turnout differences than it was a
retrospective reaction to the incumbent presi-
dent and, perhaps, the loss of coattails in the
off-year contest. Wolfinger and his colleagues
(Rosenstone and Wolfinger, 1978; Wolfinger and
Rosenstone, 1980; Highton and Wolfinger, 2001),
Crewe (1981), Erikson (1995a, 1995b), DeNardo
(1980), Petrocik (1981b, 1987), Petrocik and Shaw
(1991), Petrocik and Perkins (2003), Teixeira
(1987, 1992), Calvert and Gilchrist (1991), Gant
and Lyons (1993), and a host of textbook authors
who included a chapter on turnout (e.g., Beck

and Hershey, 2001) have found little or no sup-
port for the bias thesis. Recent research by Citrin
et al. (2003) which reports a partisan bias to
turnout in Senate elections in the 1990s, nonethe-
less finds it to be inconsistent, varying in size and
party beneficiary according to election-specific
factors that may include incumbency, campaign
resources, etc. Notably, the bias, even when it was
observed, would almost never be large enough
to change the outcome of the elections even if
100 percent of the non-voters were persuaded to
turn up at the polls.

RECENT PATTERNS: VOTERS AND
NON-VOTERS IN NATIONAL

ELECTIONS

Figure 26.2 summarizes how closely non-voter
preferences match those of voters. It plots two
lines: the reported vote for the winner in pres-
idential elections from 1952 through 2000 and
the expressed preferences of those who
reported not voting in the ANES surveys of
those years. The preferences of non-voters
were expressed prior to the election (eliminating
some of the bandwagon effect that is observed
when candidate preference is obtained after
the election); their voter status is determined
by their post-election report. The pattern is
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clear. Whether the election is lopsided or close,
a two-party struggle, or one with a significant
third candidate, non-voters expressed the
same candidate preferences as did voters – and
sometimes a bit more so. The pattern is not
perfect. Non-voters preferred Stevenson in
1952 and seem to have preferred Carter in 1980
(but see Petrocik, 1987). Overall, however,
whether the election is lopsided or close, a
two-party struggle, or one with a significant
third candidate, non-voters express the same
candidate preferences as do voters – and some-
times a bit more so (see below for more on
surge effects). A 100 percent turnout rate
would have produced the same winner, at
either the same or a slightly greater margin.

Of course the similarity of the preferences of
voters and non-voters that is observed in sur-
vey data appears in aggregate election results.
Figure 26.3 plots the Democratic presidential
vote against turnout; Figure 26.4 presents plots
of the Democratic vote for Congress against
turnout for presidential election years (the
points) and for mid-term elections (the untilled
diamonds).

The data are clear. Democrats won and lost
with high turnout among the 14 presidential
elections (Figure 26.3). House elections in the
on years and the off years show the same pat-
tern (Figure 26.4). In off years the Democratic

share of the congressional vote was actually
slightly higher (by about 1 percent), although
the typical turnout rate for off-year elections
from 1950 through 1998 averaged approxi-
mately 15 points below the turnout typical of
presidential elections. The pro-GOP tides of
some presidential elections were absent, so
there was a less depressing effect on the
Democratic vote in the off years. Petrocik and
Perkins’ (2003) analysis of turnout effects on
election outcomes in congressional elections
by district through time confirms this pattern.
Non-voters tend to echo the preferences of
voters, and perhaps even exaggerate them,
depending on the magnitude of the forces
influencing the vote. A close contest among vot-
ers and the more involved produces a roughly
similar division among the less involved
peripherals. Short-term forces sufficient to boost
turnout are likely also to favor a candidate.
They tilt the candidate preference of the core
electorate and have an even greater influence
on the peripheral electorate. Consequently,
not only are lopsided elections unlikely to
be undone by higher turnout, they are likely to
become even more lopsided as turnout
increases beyond a normal level since the
entering voters create an electorate with a
larger than normal proportion of peripheral
voters.
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THE BASICS OF TURNOUT

The most defensible estimates of turnout,
based on the fraction who vote as a proportion
of the VAP that is not legally disqualified, are
that about 55 percent vote in presidential elec-
tions (53 percent in 1996 and 51 percent in
2000) and about 40 percent show up in off-year
national elections (40 percent in 1998 and 39
percent in 2002). But these figures are only esti-
mates. We know (with considerable accuracy)
how many votes are cast, but we are unsure
about how many might be cast if all those who
are eligible actually turned up at the polls. The
most commonly reported turnout rate is calcu-
lated as a proportion of the VAP. It has the
virtue of making easy comparisons among
jurisdictions within the United States, and
between the United States and any given
country. But these strengths are dominated by
a weakness: it significantly deflates the turnout
rate by including many ineligibles – resident
aliens, the criminal population, and various
other institutionalized individuals (Burnham,
1987; McDonald and Popkin, 2001). What is the
‘correct’ turnout rate? Including aliens and

others who are legally barred from voting in a
count of the eligible electorate is unreasonable
since by custom and law we specifically bar
their participation. Similarly, a turnout rate
that is calculated as a proportion of the regis-
tered electorate misses many millions who
could have voted had they satisfied the techni-
cal requirement of officially registering an
intention to vote. Put differently, the unregis-
tered eligibles have, by intention or inadver-
tence, indicated they will not be voting before
the polls open – when we find out how many
of the rest will abstain.

WHO VOTES: THE SOCIAL AND
DEMOGRAPHIC BASIS OF THE VOTE

Turnout rates vary by (in rough order of
importance) race, age, education, income (and
similar SES markers), marital status, and geo-
graphic region (the data are in Table 26.1).2
Type of employment matters: government
employees, especially those in states with a tra-
dition of patronage, turn out at higher rates
than comparable citizens. Unionization also
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Table 26.1 US election turnout by demographics, 1988 and 2000
1988 validated turnout

(n=2040)
Percent of Reported Reg’d,

population in turnout in 2000 didn’t
2000 (n=1807) Voted vote Unreg’d

Total 100% 75% 58% 11% 32%
Gender

Male 48 75 59 11 30
Female 52 71 56 11 33

Race
White 76 74 62 10 29
Black 12 73 40 18 42
Hispanic 6 56 49 10 41
Other 3 67 41 17 42

Age
18–24 13 51 31 11 58
25–39 29 69 51 13 36
40–54 29 77 66 8 26
55–64 13 84 67 7 26
65+ 17 81 68 12 20

Income
Low 39 62 43 14 44
Middle 30 70 59 10 31
High 32 86 71 9 20

Education
Less than high school 15 46 40 11 49
High school 33 66 51 12 37
Some college 28 77 64 10 26
College degree 16 92 79 10 11
Post-graduate 8 94 84 9 8

Marital status
Married 60 79 66 9 26
Formerly married 17 67 51 12 37
Never married 24 61 46 14 40

Religion
Protestant 54 72 57 12 31
Catholic 27 79 62 9 29
Jewish 2 89 66 6 28
Other 10 64 45 11 44
Agnostic/Atheist/None 14 60 42 21 37

Born again
Yes 40 73 56 12 33
No 60 76 61 10 29

Church attendance
Every week 37 83 71 9 20
Almost every week 16 83 63 11 26
Once or twice a month 23 75 59 8 33
A few times a year 24 73 54 12 34
Never 1 80 43 12 45

Length at residence
0–11 months 12 51 45 13 42
12 months–2 years 18 63 51 9 40
3–5 years 17 71 52 12 36
6–10 years 17 80 58 10 32
11–25 years 22 83 66 9 25
25+ years 14 81 76 10 15

(Continued)
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matters. The difference in the voting rates of
union versus non-union households in 1988 is
quite striking, given the slightly more down-
scale status of union households. The direct
mobilization efforts of unions (more on that
below) probably deserve credit for this differ-
ence. Employment, per se, is also associated
with turnout. The unemployed do not vote at
rates comparable to those who are employed,
retired, homemakers, or students.3

Catholics and Jews vote at slightly higher
rates than do Protestants, but most of this reli-
gious difference is a proxy for region and race-
ethnicity. Turnout differences by religion are
trivial or non-existent among northern whites.
Lower overall turnout among Protestants
reflects the Protestant traditions of African-
Americans and southern whites. Catholic
turnout is partially suppressed by the concentra-
tion of Hispanics among Catholics. Religiosity,

HANDBOOK OF PARTY POLITICS322

Table 26.1 (Continued)
1988 validated turnout

(n=2040)
Percent of Reported Reg’d,

population in turnout in 2000 didn’t
2000 (n=1807) Voted vote Unreg’d

Occupation
Executive, management 13 87 69 8 22
Professional 18 85 79 7 14
Craftsman, skilled worker 11 66 48 15 37
Sales 12 72 60 9 31
Administrative worker 16 75 63 12 25
Service 11 58 50 13 37
Machine operator 5 66 38 12 50
Transportation 4 72 48 15 38
Agriculture 2 69 – – –

Working status
Employed 64 74 59 10 31
Temporarily laid-off 1 65 44 16 41
Unemployed 4 55 28 14 58
Retired 17 82 69 9 22
Homemaker 8 66 55 13 33
Student 3 62 50 11 39

Union household
Yes 15 77 62 9 29
No 85 72 56 11 32

Region
New England 7 82 72 10 18
Mid-Atlantic 16 80 53 9 38
East North-Central 21 77 67 8 26
West North Central 9 81 73 7 20
Deep South 26 67 43 16 41
Border South 6 75 46 11 42
Mountain 5 61 55 6 39
Pacific 11 62 68 10 22

Population Size
Major city 10 80 57 15 28
Minor city 14 75 54 13 33
Major suburb 8 79 63 10 26
Other suburb 21 71 58 9 33
Adjacent area 28 72 57 11 32
Rural 19 68 55 9 36

Notes: Data are taken from the American National Election Studies, of 1988 and 2000. Validation of
the self-reported vote was not undertaken in the 2000 ANES. Explanations of the region and population size
variables can be found in the technical appendices of the ANES codebooks.
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however, is correlated with turnout: 59 percent
of those with a religious identification voted in
1988, while only 43 percent of atheists, agnostics,
and those with no religious preference cast
ballots. Among believers, church attendance is
also related to turnout. The turnout in 1988 was
71 percent of those attending church weekly,
compared to 43 percent for those who never
attend services. Living circumstances, from
length of residence in a given community to the
part of the country in which that community is
located, also correlate with turnout. Among
these factors, the length of residence is the most
significant. Newcomers (those who have been at
their current residence 6 months or less) exhib-
ited a 41 percent turnout rate in 1988, compared
to a 76 percent rate for those who had been at
their residence for over 25 years. This 35 point
effect is obviously related to structural factors,
such as registration, as well as to other demo-
graphics, such as age and marital status.

There are also slight turnout differences
according to the size of the community and its
regional location. Americans living in the sub-
urbs of major cities turned out more than those
living in smaller cities or rural areas. Distances
may also matter. Gimpel et al. (2004b) have
found that turnout rates are higher for those
living within a mile of the polling place than
for those who live farther away. New
Englanders (at 72 percent) and those living on
the Pacific coast (68 percent) are the most likely
voters, while southerners turn out at the lowest
rates (44 percent).

WHO VOTES: THE ATTITUDES
AND BELIEFS OF VOTERS

AND NON-VOTERS

Although demography can sometimes be plau-
sibly and directly related to turnout (consider
ethnicity: in the past African-Americans were
systematically denied the right to vote), demo-
graphic differences matter because they pro-
duce circumstances that shape attitudes that are
the direct influence on individual turnout. For
example, Americans who are interested in poli-
tics vote; those who are not, do not. A closely
related attitude is whether one cares about the
election outcome: 67 percent of those who cared
‘a great deal’ voted, compared with 43 percent
of those who ‘do not much care’ (Table 26.2).
Voters who think that an election is close are
more likely to vote (at 61 percent) than those
who foresee a lopsided result (53 percent).
Popular commentary and recent research have

focused on declining confidence in government
as a factor in low turnout (Hetherington, 1999).
The evidence here is contradictory and mixed,
and findings depend on fine distinctions
between the electorate’s trust in government
and their sense that government is effective. On
average, however, there is evidence that those
who regard government as ineffective and
confusing have low turnout rates.

Strong partisans (Republicans and Democrats)
are much more likely to vote than are weak par-
tisans and independents (although Republicans
have a higher turnout rate than Democrats at any
given level of partisan intensity). But issue orien-
tation, in general, does not seem to matter. The
relationship between ideology and turnout is
complicated, and while there is a small correla-
tion, it is only small. Self-described conservatives
have slightly higher turnout rates, but conserva-
tive preferences on specific issues are not neces-
sarily associated with high turnout. Republicans
have slightly higher turnout rates than
Democrats; and there will be a turnout difference
between conservatives and liberals if the issue is
closely tied to party identification.

THE INFLUENCE OF POLITICAL
INSTITUTIONS AND SYSTEMIC

PROCESSES ON TURNOUT

No one is required to pay a fee in order to vote,
but it is not completely costless. Trooping to the
polls requires time that could be spent doing
something – watching television, going shop-
ping, painting a bedroom, or reading a book –
that is personally rewarding, and at least
represents another use of one’s time. A person
who will be out of town might decide to vote
absentee, a choice which might require even more
energy: the registrar of voters must be asked for
an absentee ballot application, the application
must be completed and mailed, and the ballot
must be completed and mailed. Deciding whom
to support can be costly if only for the time it
takes to become informed. The huge number of
offices, many non-partisan, or propositions for
which we must often vote can stymie even the
conscientious and informed since they might
require just that much more commitment to the
vote than a person feels, causing them to abstain.

This ‘cost’ feature of voting is represented by
political institutions that structure campaigns,
the way parties mobilize, voting requirements,
and so forth. The United States has many such
institutions and practices. They affect the
turnout of individuals and groups in any given

ELECTORAL MOBILIZATION IN THE UNITED STATES 323

27-Katz-3336-Ch-26.qxd  11/22/2005  8:23 PM  Page 323



election, they play a role in holding down
turnout levels in the United States compared
to similar countries.

VOLUNTARY PRE-ELECTION
REGISTRATION

The Federal Election Commission reports a reg-
istration percentage (based on the VAP) of 76
percent for 2000 (up about 2 points from 1996).
If the VAP is reduced to eliminate ineligibles, the
Commission’s estimated registration rate is over

80 percent, a figure that is surely too high and
may only reflect a failure to purge deadwood
from the rolls (a possible result of state attempts
to meet the spirit as well as the letter of the 1994
‘motor voter law’). Like turnout, therefore, the
exact registration rate is unknown, but a reason-
able estimate would be in the low seventies.

Registration is important because those who
are registered have a high turnout rate (Kelly
et al., 1967; Erikson, 1981; Highton, 1997). A plau-
sible (and not too conservative) estimate of the
turnout rate among the registered (based on the
voter validation portion of the 1988 ANES) is
about 85 percent. If everyone was registered does
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Table 26.2 US election turnout by attitudes, 1984–88 ANES
1984–88 validated turnout

Did not vote
Registered?

% of Pop. % of VAP. Voted Yes No
PPaarrttyy  iiddeennttiiffiiccaattiioonn

Strong Republican 14 18 74 7 19
Weak Republican 14 15 61 10 29
Lean Republican 14 13 54 12 34
Independent 11 7 39 9 52
Lean Democratic 12 11 53 13 34
Weak Democratic 18 16 54 13 33
Strong Democratic 17 20 67 11 23

IIddeeoollooggyy
Conservative 60 65 64 10 26
Moderate 10 8 55 10 35
Liberal 30 27 55 13 33

EEffffiiccaaccyy  aanndd  ttrruusstt  aattttiittuuddeess
Trust government just about always* 4 3 61 11 29
Trust government most of the time* 41 42 72 9 19
Trust government only some of the time* 54 54 70 9 21

Government too powerful 63 62 67 8 24
Government not too powerful 36 37 69 10 22

Government wastes a lot* 66 70 74 8 15
Government wastes some* 3 28 65 10 25
Government wastes hardly anything* 4 3 48 10 42

External efficacy
Government cares what I think* 57 64 68 10 22
Government doesn’t care* 43 36 53 12 35

Internal efficacy
Government not too complicated* 71 78 71 9 20
Government too complicated* 29 22 57 11 32

People like me have a say* 68 76 69 10 21
People like me have no say* 32 24 46 14 40

Notes: Asterisks indicate data come from 1984 ANES; all other data are from the 1988 survey. Turnout
estimates are higher for the 1984 results because turnout was higher and the questions were only asked of
post-election survey participants.
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that imply a turnout rate of about 85 percent –
and a participation rate that would put us in the
middle of the pack of comparison countries (see
Figure 26.1)? Probably not, although research has
concluded that liberalized registration rules
would have a large effect on participation rates.

The largest estimate of the effect of registration
is that American turnout is 14–15 percentage
points below where it would be with election day
registration. The most conservative estimate,
based on turnout changes that occurred when
Minnesota and Wisconsin introduced election
day registration, pegged the increase in turnout
at 1–2 points. A more systematic study that
examined turnout and registration data for the
period from 1960 through 1986 concluded that
election day registration would increase turnout
by about 4 percentage points. Still other studies
have estimated that election day registration
would increase turnout by 7–9 percentage points.
This last estimate seems to be the most likely con-
sequence of eliminating prior registration
requirements. The methodology used to derive
this estimate is the most defensible, and at least
three separate studies have produced registra-
tion effects in the range of 7–9 percentage points
(see Teixeira, 1992).

WHO IS AFFECTED BY
REGISTRATION?

Registration depresses the turnout of those who
are less interested in politics or must exert
noticeable effort to become registered: the less

educated, younger, or the geographically
mobile. The less educated tend to be less
involved in public and community affairs and
less likely to think of the need to register in the
absence of considerable stimulation; younger
citizens are much more likely to change their
address frequently, and every change of address
imposes a requirement to reregister. These
conditions – mobility, education, etc. – often
occur together (see Rosenstone and Wolfinger,
1978; Wolfinger and Rosenstone, 1980; Nagler,
1991). Further, registration deadlines are often
earlier than the arousal of interest in the election
for many Americans. Only the drum beat of the
election campaign will stir many to consider
voting, but an interest in the election is likely
to be peaked only when the campaign is at full
tide – and that is often too late for many to
recognize that they are unregistered, discover
how to become registered, and actually do it.

Table 26.3 summarizes the effects of registra-
tion the registration on voters who are unlikely to
solve the registration puzzle. The first column
reports the difference in the turnout rates
between those who are the least and best edu-
cated, the younger and the older, those who have
no interest in politics and those who pay at least
some attention, and those who recently changed
their place of residence and those who have had
the same address for at least 2 years. On average,
those who have some college education, are 40
years of age or above, and have some interest in
public affairs are about 30 percentage points
more likely to vote than their counterparts who,
respectively, never completed high school, are
under 24 years or age, or have no interest in
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Table 26.3 Registration and turnout in 1988 (validated data)
Turnout Registered Turnout of registered

YYeeaarrss  ooff  eedduuccaattiioonn
Less than high school 40 50 80
High school 51 62 82
College 79 87 91
Post-graduate degree 84 90 93

AAggee
18–24 31 42 74
25–39 51 63 81
40–64 67 72 93
65 and above 68 78 87

TTiimmee  aatt  ccuurrrreenntt  aaddddrreessss
Less than 1 year 41 53 77
1 year 48 59 81
2 or more years 61 70 87

IInntteerreesstt  iinn  ppoolliittiiccss
Very little 34 45 76
Some 58 68 85
A great deal 78 85 92
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public affairs. Among those who are registered
(the second column) the differences between
these educational, age, interest levels, and mobil-
ity levels are substantially reduced (and age
differences completely disappear).

Registration does not affect all groups uni-
formly. The largest effects (of about 10 percent-
age points) are found among the younger and
less educated, minorities, and southerners.
Better educated and older voters, white voters,
and those who live in areas where participa-
tion is already reasonably high (the Midwest,
for example) are the least affected (Wolfinger
and Rosenstone, 1980).

Registration reform in the past 30 years has
had limited effects on turnout. The estimated
7–9 point turnout reduction imposed by prior
registration requirements translates into a pro-
jected 61–62 percent turnout – 20 points below
the turnout rates of the currently registered – if
election day registration had been the law of the
land in recent elections. The shortfall is a
reminder that registration is only part of the
story. Registration is a burden for those who
have enough intrinsic interest in public affairs to
vote only when the effort to vote is minimal.
‘Enough intrinsic interest’ is key, and it is lacking
among many, perhaps most, of the unregistered.

A useful illustration of the importance of indi-
vidual motivation is given in Cain and McCue’s
(1985) study, which compared the turnout rate
of individuals who registered on their own ini-
tiative with the turnout rate of those who were
registered as a result of an organized effort by
voter mobilization groups. Fifty-six percent of
the former turned out, only 41 percent of the
latter voted. Democratic identifiers registered
by Democratic-organized groups were the least
likely to vote after they were registered. Only a
follow-up with organized get-out-the-vote
(GOTV) efforts yielded high turnout among the
group-registered. The difference between group-
registered and self-registered is that the self-
registered wanted to vote and, when they were
eligible, did vote. The group-registrants were
less interested in voting. They registered only
when external pressure was applied; they voted
only when external pressure was applied. Voting
simply was not a habit for them (Gerber et al.,
2003; Green and Shachar, 2000; Plutzer, 2002).

THE SYSTEM OF REPRESENTATION

In proportional representation systems, which
attempt to ensure that parties win offices in pro-
portion to the number of votes they receive, each
party has a strong incentive to get every potential

supporter to the polls. When the electoral system
is less committed to proportionality the incentive
to mobilize every prospective voter is less com-
pelling. Single-member/simple plurality repre-
sentation systems (typical throughout the United
States where we elect one office-holder from each
district) are likely to generate high turnout only
when the election is competitive. A district (for
a school board, city council, county supervisor,
state legislature, or the House of Representatives)
that regularly supports one party by a wide mar-
gin (the typical condition for America’s artfully
gerrymandered districts) is not likely to be sub-
ject to vigorous registration or GOTV drives. The
loser is usually pleased just to ‘show the flag’ and
the winner, facing no challenge, rarely feels a
need to mobilize voters since those who turn out
for their own reasons can be relied upon to elect
the candidate of the district’s majority party.
Presidential elections, which aggregate votes by
state, have a similar operational dynamic.

OFF-YEAR ELECTIONS

The drop-off in turnout from presidential to
congressional elections runs to about 12–17
percentage points, and turnout for municipal
elections commonly runs as low as 20–25 per-
cent (and even lower turnout rates are not
unusual). Americans see a considerable differ-
ence in the importance of these different types
of elections, and the money, effort, and media
attention they draw reflect this assessment.
Those with a lower sense of civic duty and less
interest in public affairs are much less stimu-
lated to vote by the mild attention off-year
elections receive compared to the presidential
year benchmark which attracts the most atten-
tion. Lower turnout is the result.

LONG BALLOTS

Long ballots with candidates for justice of the
peace, road inspector, and so forth depress
turnout by encouraging ‘roll-off’ – the ten-
dency of voters to stop voting as the choice
gets farther down ballot. The longer the ballot,
the greater the roll-off will be because it occurs
with even relatively short ballots.

MULTIPLE ELECTIONS

Although it cannot be proven, and the mag-
nitude of the effect is unknown, there is a
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predisposition to believe that the frequency of
our elections tends to depress turnout. The idea
is that a consolidated ballot would probably pro-
duce a greater overall level of participation
because elections would be less common and,
thereby, more intrinsically interesting to voters
and commentators of all stripes. The evidence
for this is indirect, but more than impressionistic.

In one study of multiple election effects, the
citizens of Middlefield, Connecticut, had the
opportunity during a 4-year period to vote in
three general elections (1974, 1976, and 1978),
two town elections (1975 and 1977), and a refer-
endum in 1976 that was scheduled apart from
the presidential election (Boyd, 1981). Turnout
varied from a high of just under 80 percent for
the 1976 election to a low of 41.3 percent for the
referendum. Excepting the referendum, turnout
was 69 percent or greater in every election. The
interesting fact, for getting a sense for who
votes, is that only 11 percent did not vote at any
time in this period. Put differently, almost 90
percent voted in at least one of these elections.
The core rate of non-participation was only 11
percent. Sixty-two percent voted at least five
times; a third voted in all six elections.

A similar study across multiple elections in
Kentucky produced results that are probably
more similar to the national pattern. Sigelman
et al. (1985) looked at ten elections, including
primaries, state contests, a presidential race, and
two congressional elections between 1978 and
1982. While the highest turnout recorded during
the period was 50 percent for the 1980 presiden-
tial election, that fraction undercounted the share
that participated at least once in the period. In
Kentucky, very few were high-propensity voters:
only 13 percent turned out for seven or more of
the ten elections for which they could have
voted. One the other hand, only 29 percent were
unregistered and another 10 percent were regis-
tered but never voted. In other words, upwards
of 60 percent voted at least once during the 4
years. This seems like only a modest improve-
ment until one realizes that, as Middlefield had
unusually high turnout rates, the people of
Kentucky participate less than the national aver-
age. If the difference between national turnout
and the turnout rate in Kentucky is adjusted, the
result suggests that consistent non-voters may be
as few as 30 percent – and the proportion of
Americans who vote at least occasionally may be
as high as 70 percent.

A plausible conclusion: core turnout in
national elections may be about 35–40 percent,
while another 30–35 percent may move in and
out of the electorate depending upon the
appeal of the election, canvassing efforts by

parties or candidates, and institutional and
personal restraints.

A caveat is in order: these data do not prove
that turnout would be higher if Americans
were called upon to vote less frequently. That
acknowledged, it seems possible that the fre-
quency with which Americans are called upon
to vote may allow those with a weaker sense of
civic duty or interest in politics to abstain in an
election without feeling that they have been
remiss in their duty as a citizen – producing,
in any given election, a lower turnout rate
than might be observed if elections were less
common.

POSTAL, ABSENTEE, AND
HOLIDAY VOTING

Sixteen states have conducted voting by mail
since 1977. Four states – Alaska, Minnesota,
Utah, and Washington – have expanded the
practice to include partisan elections. Oregon
is the only state to have used it for significant
statewide special and partisan elections. In
principle, postal voting should reduce the cost
of voting to a near minimum and thereby
increase participation. Oregon’s much publi-
cized mail ballot to elect a senator had a very
high participation rate for a special election: 57.9
percent for the December 1995 primary election
and 66.3 percent in the January 1996 general.
Similarly, Oregon turnout for the 2000 presiden-
tial election was 67 percent. These ‘by mail’ elec-
tions have been too varied by type and have
occurred over too long a period to provide a
good data-set for reliably estimating the impact
of mail balloting on turnout. That granted, there
is some reason to believe that mail ballots may
increase participation in elections. Among two
recent odd-year special elections conducted by
mail the participation rate was 41.4 percent,
compared to 39.7 percent for three equally
recent odd-year special elections conducted
at polls in the conventional manner. Whether
that effect would generalize to other states, or
produce higher than normal turnout in high-
stimulus general elections, is unknowable.

Absentee ballot requirements have been suf-
ficiently liberalized in most states and commu-
nities that the impact of absentee voting on
participation rates has been dwarfed by the
sheer numbers who frequently choose it as an
alternative to in-person voting, not as a substi-
tute for abstention. In some states (California is
a good example), absentee voting is approach-
ing 40 percent of the total vote cast in general
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elections. It is so common that absentee voters
are almost representative of the electorate – or
at least less distinctive than when absentee vot-
ing began to grow in the 1980s. Its probable
effect on overall turnout at this time is modest
to the point of insignificance. Early and ‘no-
fault’ absentee voting in states such as Texas,
Nevada, and New Mexico, for example, had no
discernible effect on turnout in the data exam-
ined thus far.

In several countries where turnout is sub-
stantially higher than it is in the USA, voting is
done on weekends, or election day is a national
holiday, and some have suggested that a simi-
lar arrangement in the USA would increase
turnout. The effect seems unlikely. Countries
with election holidays are different from the
United States in so many other ways related to
turnout (the registration of voters) that it is
unlikely that American turnout is depressed by
our practice of holding elections on weekdays.

THE PARTY SYSTEM

This has several dimensions. Most are fairly
trivial, and some (the number of parties) are
strongly related to the feature which does have
an impact on voter turnout: the alignment
between social groups and parties. Alignment
refers to the degree to which (1) a party draws
heavy support from particular groups and
(2) supporters of a given party are homogeneous
in their religion, class, ethnicity, or place of res-
idence. An example of a party system with the
maximum degree of alignment would be one
in which the supporters of each party were

drawn from a single religion, and all members
of a given religion supported the same party.
The parties in an unaligned party system draw
supporters from every religion equally, and
each religion is represented in each party in
proportion to their occurrence in the society.
Table 26.4 presents a hypothetical example.

High-alignment party systems have higher
turnout rates because highly aligned parties
stimulate social as well as political identities,
and elections are occasions to support parties
which exist as a political expression of a salient
social distinction – being Catholic, French-
speaking, working class – with which people
identify. Disputes around social identities –
and they will exist as parties coincide with
social groups – draw people to the polls more
easily than simple political identities such as
being a conservative, a Republican, or a sup-
porter of limited government (Powell, 1986;
Lijphart, 1984; Teixeira, 1992). The American
electorate has an even lower turnout rate than
one would have expected from the weak align-
ment of groups with the parties, an ‘underper-
formance’ which reflects the multiple turnout
depressing institutions and practices charac-
teristic of the United States.

CAMPAIGN STYLES

While civic leaders of every stripe encourage
Americans to vote, candidates and political
strategists occasionally make decisions which
depress participation. In some cases the pres-
sure to hold turnout down is intentional. For
example, a special election is scheduled for
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Table 26.4 An illustration of party alignment
Groups Christian Labor Liberal Farmer Total
HHiigghh--aalliiggnnmmeenntt  ppaarrttyy  ssyysstteemm

Religiously observant 80 5 5 10 100%
Working class 10 85 5 0 100%
Middle class 40 20 40 0 100%
Rural 5 5 5 85 100%
Language minority 10 60 20 10 100%

LLooww--aalliiggnnmmeenntt  ppaarrttyy  ssyysstteemm

Religiously observant 55 40 5 0 100%
Working class 30 55 15 0 100%
Middle class 35 25 40 0 100%
Rural 45 45 10 0 100%
Language minority 20 60 20 0 100%

Note: Table entries are hypothetical only, illustrating patterns common to highly aligned Western European
party systems. No country or party system in particular is represented.
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mid-March because strategists have decided
that the small number who are the most likely
to turn out at such an odd time are more likely
to support the issue or candidate than the elec-
torate which will participate in a higher-
turnout election. The long-term consequence
for turnout rates of a history of such calcula-
tions is probably quite small, but it may help to
depress turnout rates on average by making
non-voting a more common experience.

Potentially much more consequential is the
attack style of campaigning that has become
standard in American elections. Two recent
studies show a difference in the turnout rates
of aggressive attacking compared to ‘positive’
campaigns for the US Senate. However, as
Table 26.5 indicates, the studies do not agree on
the nature of the effect. Using ‘mixed cam-
paign style’ states as a benchmark, one study
shows lower turnout when the campaign style
of the candidates is ‘negative’ and higher
turnout when the campaign style is ‘positive’.
The second study did not show an unusual
decline in turnout associated with negative
campaigning, but it did show higher than aver-
age turnout when the campaign was predomi-
nantly positive. Further, the studies disagree
about the robustness of the findings. It is pos-
sible that the differences are trivial or even
completely absent when other features of these
campaigns are considered for their impact on
turnout. In brief, the effect of campaign styles
remains unclear, but there are data indicating
an effect. What we know about the predisposi-
tion of voters toward political debate makes it
at least plausible that attacking negative cam-
paigns can create enough disaffection to
depress participation.

THE MEDIA

The media became more critical of govern-
ment, politics, and politicians after the mid-
1960s than it had been in previous decades.

Today, its tendency is to be more critical of
incumbents than challengers, more critical of
stronger candidates than it is of weaker candi-
dates, and more critical of candidates who try
to limit opportunities for reporters to watch
them carefully.

We have only limited data on the effect of
this media style on turnout, and no solid evi-
dence that the critical tone of media coverage
depresses turnout or that it has played a part in
depressing turnout in recent years (although
the decline in turnout and the rise of a critical
media do correlate in the aggregate). However,
we do have data demonstrating that higher
media users are more likely to be critical of
public officials and less likely to have a posi-
tive evaluation of the candidates of their party.
Positive feelings toward candidates play a role
in the vote choice; media-induced ambivalence
toward the candidates (both – or all – candidates)
in an election may influence the decision about
whether they vote at all.

OFFICE-HOLDING, THE SEPARATION
OF POWERS, AND DIVIDED

GOVERNMENT

The separation of legislative and executive
elections in the United States (both nationally
and in the states) is also believed to suppress
turnout. Legislative candidates tend to their
own election, usually assured because of
incumbent-protecting district lines, and often
do not consider driving turnout in their district
to its maximum in order to provide more votes
for a statewide candidate. The result, some
speculate, is turnout levels which reflect the
individual citizen’s enthusiasm for voting, a
result which will always be lower than turnout
which results from individual willingness
to vote that is boosted by coordinated GOTV
efforts by candidates.

When the separation of powers yields
divided government, there is some evidence
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Table 26.5 Campaign styles and turnout in Senate elections, 1992
Study

Campaign Style 1 2
Predominantly Negative 49.7% 51.8%
Mixed 52.4% 50.3%
Predominantly Positive 57.0% 58.9%

Notes: Table entries are percentage of the VAP turning out for the election. The
data for study 1 are from Ansolabehere and Iyengar (1996). Study 2 is from
Martin Wattenberg (1996).
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that the division may further depress turnout
between 2–6 percentage points, depending
upon how long the government has been
divided between the parties. Only a few stud-
ies have been done on this feature of American
politics, and the processes are not well under-
stood, but it seems likely that separated offices
reduces turnout-enhancing coordination
between executive and legislative candidates.
A period of divided outcomes may encourage
legislative and executive candidates to sepa-
rate their campaigns even further and, thereby,
reduce the ability of mobilization efforts to
identify and turn out potential supporters.

MOBILIZING VOTERS

This relative lack of coordinated mobilization of
potential supporters seems particularly impor-
tant, given evidence that voter mobilization has
a substantial impact on turnout (evidence of this
can be found in research from the 1960s, but for
recent examples, see Huckfeldt and Sprague,
1992; Gerber and Green, 2000, 2001; Green et al.,
2003). Of the three dimensions of campaigns –
creating candidate awareness, creating candi-
date positivity, getting voters to the polls – most
contemporary campaigns place the least
emphasis on getting voters to the polls whether
measured by the amount of money or work-
force effort expended on it. For instance, in the
state legislative election study described below,
on average, less than 10 percent of campaign
expenditures are invested in GOTV but over
one-fourth pays for mass media advertising.
The best recent data on turnout (found in the
1988 ANES) show that only about 24 percent of
voters remember any contact with a campaign
worker (Table 26.6), while almost all remember
some exposure to a campaign message.

But contact by campaign workers increases
turnout. Among those who remember no con-
tact, 54 percent voted – a figure that was virtu-
ally identical to an a priori estimate of who was
the most likely to turn out (the turnout estimator

as in Petrocik, 1991). By contrast, turnout was
about 10 percentage points higher than expected
(according to the prediction of the turnout
model) among those who were contacted by
some campaign. Other studies, specifically
designed to estimate the effect of canvassing
voters, found total turnout effects of as much as
6 percentage points from in-person canvassing
and about 4 points from telephone canvassing.

In any given election, therefore, turnout will
be a product of three factors: the aggregated
individual equilibrium-level interest in voting,
the enthusiasm for the race generated by the
attention it receives, and tailored efforts to
mobilize voters who are not sufficiently moti-
vated to participate by (1) the excitement of the
election and (2) their intrinsic interest in voting.

Competitiveness will not (by itself) increase
turnout. Rather, competitiveness creates
conditions – more candidate events, advertis-
ing, party and candidate contacting, and
GOTV efforts – which increase the likelihood
that people will be exposed to and drawn into
the election (Cox and Munger, 1989; Gimpel
et al., 2004a). Voters are analogous to sports
fans: there are some diehards, but many only
follow the game casually and these casual fans
are much more apt to watch the games that
generate the most publicity (i.e., the Super
Bowl). If this game is supposed to be competi-
tive, it will generate additional media coverage
and social attention, which, in turn, create
attention and interest among the public. 

A CASE STUDY: MISSOURI
LEGISLATIVE ELECTIONS

A sample of Missouri legislative elections
offers an opportunity to further examine the
effects of mobilization efforts on voter partici-
pation by assessing the effects of expenditures
principally intended to get out the vote on
turnout compared to the effects of campaign
expenditures that are more intended to
persuade. The data in Table 26.7 are drawn
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Table 26.6 Party canvassing and turnout, 1988 (percent)
Validated

Percentage of: turnout and registration
Registered

but did Not
Contacted by Sample Voters Voted not vote registered
A party or candidate 24 31 78 8 13
Not contacted 76 69 54 11 35

Source: 1988 ANES.
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from the periodic reports of campaign receipts
and expenditures filed by candidate commit-
tees.4 All campaign expenses over $100 must be
itemized. Many House campaigns also identify
the purpose of expenditures below this limit.
Expenditure items were coded into one of six
categories according to whether they were
mobilization efforts, attempts to enhance name
recognition, or attempts to control the cam-
paign agenda and persuade partisans and
independents to support one candidate over
another (Endersby and Petrocik, 2001).

The category of campaign expenditures
designed specifically to mobilize voters is can-
vassing. This includes expenses for traditional
GOTV activities. Activities coded as canvass-
ing include phone banks and door-to-door
visits – interactions between the candidate or
campaign staff and potential voters. Relevant
costs include those for voter registration lists,
door hangers, transportation expenses identi-
fied for GOTV, phone banks and charges, cam-
paign staff to man them. Canvassing efforts are
those intended to identify potential voters and
encourage their participation.

Other campaign expenditures are less
clearly identified as mobilization. Direct mail
efforts to reach voters are less personal.
Candidates may attempt to encourage parti-
sans to vote; but they may also use direct mail
to distinguish their records from those of their
opponents. The literature on the effects of
direct mail is not clear as to whether direct mail

should influence turnout. Advertising includes
expenditures for newspaper and radio adver-
tising, as well as cable or other mass media.
Messages intended for the general populace,
however, typically boast of the relative merits
of one candidate over another and usually can-
not be directed to partisan supporters exclu-
sively. Signs and appearances are more passive
forms of communication. Yard signs, bumper
stickers, and billboards can be used to enhance
name recognition, but these are unlikely to
either mobilize inactive supporters or control
the public agenda. Campaign support includes
any other identifiable expenditures to mount
an election campaign. Most of these expenses
pertain to maintaining a campaign office. Any
remaining expenditures that cannot be identi-
fied fall into the miscellaneous category. Small
costs, which are not itemized, are included as
well as other unusual expenses, which do not
fit into any other category.

A measure of a campaign canvassing effort
can be calculated as the percentage of canvass-
ing expenses to total expenditures (excluding
transfers and cash on hand after the election).
The percentage is a proxy for the type of cam-
paign mounted by a House candidate. For
instance, campaigns that try to mobilize voters
should spend a higher percentage of funds on
canvassing than those emphasizing name recog-
nition or persuasion of independent voters.5

The analysis is limited to major party candi-
dates from 26 districts for the House of
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Table 26.7 Summary statistics for the Missouri case study (two major parties only)
Variable Mean Std.dev. Minimum Maximum
Individual Campaigns (n=193)
Turnout for candidate (%) 20.746 6.853 6.386 49.907
Expenditures per capita ($) 0.468 0.422 0.000 03.970
Canvassing (%) 9.442 15.711 0.000 100.000
Direct mail (%) 34.703 23.856 0.000 89.137
Advertising (%) 25.508 24.055 0.000 93.087
Signs and appearances (%) 11.475 13.403 0.000 70.033
Campaign support (%) 15.065 15.990 0.000 94.565
Miscellaneous (%) 2.252 6.758 0.000 49.481
Off year Election (0,1) 0.492 0.501 0.000 1.000

Two party Elections (n=104)
Turnout for election (%) 38.501 8.982 15.576 59.579
Expenditures per capita ($) 0.868 0.685 0.001 4.414
Canvassing (%) 10.255 15.527 0.000 100.000
Direct mail (%) 35.113 20.478 0.000 81.893
Advertising (%) 25.147 21.689 0.000 80.968
Signs and appearances (%) 10.522 10.646 0.000 69.185
Campaign support (%) 16.468 16.960 0.000 94.565
Miscellaneous (%) 2.495 6.822 0.000 49.481
Off-year election (0,1) 0.500 0.502 0.000 1.000
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Representatives for four election cycles: 1992,
1994, 1996, and 1998 (two presidential and two
off-year elections). The total sample of all elec-
tions, then, regardless of competition, is 104. The
sample was created to be representative of
House districts and reflected regional divisions
of the state. A total of 193 Democratic and
Republican candidates appeared on general
election ballots in the sampled districts. Although
many minor party candidates appeared on the
ballot, these candidates have little likelihood of
winning a House seat in Missouri and attract rel-
atively small amounts of campaign contribu-
tions. Turnout and party competition vary
significantly by House district.

THE INFLUENCE OF EXPENDITURES
ON TURNOUT

There are several theoretically viable ways to
measure an effort to mobilize the number of
supporters in an election. The best compare the
number of partisans to some measure of a nor-
mal vote. However, for state legislative elec-
tions, with low levels of partisan competition,
no measure of a normal vote is at hand.
Turnout, however, can still be evaluated. First,
if the campaign’s mobilization efforts are suc-
cessful, the number of voters casting ballots for
the candidate should be higher. So one measure
of campaign effects is the number of votes cast
for a candidate divided by the population (eligi-
ble voters). Second, campaign efforts mounted
by one or both campaigns may influence

turnout on behalf of both candidates. Another
measure, then, is the variation in turnout for
both parties in the election. Below, the effects of
one campaign’s expenditures are considered
first on the ratio of votes cast for a candidate.
Next, the percentage of campaign expendi-
tures within each category for both campaigns
is compared to two-party turnout.

Tables 26.8 and 26.9 report the results from
multiple regression models predicting voter
participation as a function of canvassing effort,
considering the overall size of the campaign –
total expenditures per capita. Table 26.8 shows
results for individual campaigns; Table 26.9
does the same for the two-party election. These
models are considered in three different con-
texts that may influence mobilization, recogni-
tion, or agenda-setting effects.

The first includes all campaigns, including
uncontested elections. The second narrows the
number of campaigns to ‘contested’ races; that is,
weakly competitive elections where the candi-
date receives between 30 and 70 percent of total
votes. The third reduces the range to ‘close’ elec-
tions, here defined as those in which a candidate
receives between 40 and 60 percent of the vote.

Table 26.8 reveals that mobilization is signifi-
cantly and positively related to greater numbers
of partisan voters, controlling for the influence
of per capita expenditures – which has a mild
effect. This strong result holds across all classes
of election environments – from all races to close
races. If expenditures on canvassing increase a
mere 10 percent, candidates should expect
around a 1 percent growth in the number of
supporters casting ballots at the polls. Although
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Table 26.8 Turnout for candidate as a function of campaign expenditures, all Democratic and
Republican state House candidates

All races Contested races Close races
(0–100% margin) (70–30% margins) (60–40% margins)

Canvassing effort 0.115*** 0.075*** 0.083***
(% of expenditures) (0.028) (0.023) (0.024)
Total expenditures 0.344 1.623** 0.904
(dollars per capita) (1.044) (0.792) (0.707)
Off-year election −5.967*** −6.023*** −5.761***
(1 = Yes, 0 = No) (0.877) (0.678) (0.644)
Constant 22.436*** 21.272*** 21.466***

(0.761) (0.590) (0.560)
R2 0.245 0.360 0.432
(Adjusted) (0.233) (0.348) (0.418)
S.E. 6.00 4.23 3.54
F 20.42*** 29.82*** 31.70***
n 193 163 129

***Significant at the 0.01 level

**Significant at the 0.05 level

*Significant at the 0.10 level
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the level of significance falls slightly as elections
become closer, the explanatory power of this
simple model grows, accounting for less than a
quarter to over 40 percent of the variance.

Table 26.9 provides similar models for two-
party elections. The canvassing coefficient
remains positive and significant. The absolute
magnitude of the effect grows, although the
level of significance is lower than for corre-
sponding models for individual campaigns. For
general elections, an overall increase in canvass-
ing efforts equal to 1 percent of total expendi-
tures generates 0.125 percent more turnout. This
seems particularly influential, given the multi-
tude of variables affecting voter participation in
general elections. Per capita campaign expendi-
tures in the aggregate, however, do not appear
to lead to higher turnout. The off-year indicator
and canvassing explain approximately half of
the variance in turnout in state legislative con-
tests. In short, despite numerous difficulties
with measurement error, we find strong evi-
dence supporting the theory that mobilization
efforts give rise to higher turnout.

CONCLUSION

Political science research typically shows that
while both attitudes and institutions matter for
turnout, institutions – such as election laws and
organized efforts to mobilize voters – are more
often causal. High turnout rates throughout the
19th century were maintained by election

schedules, which coincided with the schedules
of county courts and local fairs. Public balloting,
in which voters verbally declared their prefer-
ence before local registrars, also pressured those
who were eligible to discharge their public duty
and (often) satisfy promises and obligations to
candidates and important figures in the local
community who organized for the parties and
the candidates. Most of this institutional facilita-
tion of turnout came to an end with the
Progressive era reforms of the 1890s, which,
we generally believe, eroded the ability of the
parties to mobilize voters.

The shift from ‘retail’ to ‘wholesale’
campaigning – coincident with the rise of ‘per-
sonal’ campaigns, television, and the reputed
decline of the American political parties – has
also mattered. Media campaigns broadcast to
the masses shape perceptions of candidates but
their contribution to getting out the vote on
election day is modest.

Perhaps surprisingly, given the amount of
scholarly interest in and attention to turnout,
there is much that remains controversial or
vague. Given numerous problems with mea-
surement of the variables – difficulties with
classifying campaign expenditures, measuring
turnout and changes in levels of voter partici-
pation, and the lack of controls for party (and
interest group) campaign efforts – significant
results are difficult to attain. 

The finding that campaigns that emphasize
canvassing efforts, regardless of total expendi-
tures, produce higher levels of turnout is dis-
cernible through the cacophony of white noise.
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Table 26.9 Turnout in election as a function of campaign expenditures, all state House elections
(two-party candidates)

All races Contested races Close races
(0–100% margin) (70–30% margins) (60–40% margins)

Canvassing effort 0.125*** 0.125** 0.162**
(% of expenditures) (0.041) (0.052) (0.070)
Total expenditures 1.821* 0.349 −0.465
(dollars per capita) (0.939) (0.999) (1.447)
Off-year election −12.468*** −11.660*** −10.739***
(1 = Yes, 0 = No) (1.282) (1.336) (1.617)
Constant 41.869*** 43.777*** 43.828***

(1.189) (1.289) (1.641)
R2 0.502 0.519 0.487
(Adjusted) (0.487) (0.500) (0.462)
S.E. 6.43 5.84 6.08
F 33.61*** 28.04*** 19.01***
n 104 82 64

***Significant at the 0.01 level

**Significant at the 0.05 level

*Significant at the 0.10 level
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The empirical evidence for the notion that
mobilization efforts, at least canvassing efforts,
can identify partisans and encourage them to
show their support at the polls is strong.

This research into mobilization effects also
suggests that the direction in which many con-
temporary campaigns have been oriented –
that is, to greater expenditures on advertising
and name recognition – may have exhausted
its potential. Traditional means of increasing
the number of votes by identifying and encour-
aging supporters to turn out may be resurgent.
Parties have discovered that they may signifi-
cantly increase their vote (regardless of
whether the opposing party responds and
there is no concomitant change in vote share).
Also, more participation by voters satisfies a
growing concern about civic responsibility and
the legitimacy of election results.

These practical and normative concerns were
noticed at the highest levels of Democratic and
Republican campaign planners in 2004. Both the
Democratic National Committee (with its ‘5104’
plan) and the Republican National Committee
(with its ‘72 Hour’ plan) invested substantial
resources in GOTV, canvassing, and grassroots
programs for 2004, partly reflecting recent
research of Gerber and Green (2001) and
Huckfeldt and Sprague (1992), as well as by the
success of Democratic group outreach programs
in the 1998 and 2000 elections. The ultimate
impact of these efforts, and the possibility that
they will be institutionalized as we proceed into
the 21st century, remain an open question.

NOTES

1 Turnout figures are from the Federal Election
Commission, utilizing Census Bureau estimates
of the voting-age population. Turnout for 2000 is
based on the Census Bureau’s projections for the
voting-age population.

2 The 1988 ANES is used to describe individual
turnout differences because that is the last year for
which the ANES collected validated turnout data.
Although validated turnout data are not error-
free, their accuracy is superior to self-reports.

3 In fact, the gap between these groups apparent
from the 1988 data is a whopping 23 points.

4 Initial responsibility for receiving campaign dis-
closure rested with the Office of the Secretary of
State. An independent agency, the Missouri
Ethics Commission, now serves this function.

5 Of course, not only candidates engage in mobi-
lization and other campaign efforts. Political
parties may be more effective at encouraging

supporters to cast ballots, and party efforts are not
included in the data discussed above. Political par-
ties also attempt to encourage partisans to support
all their candidates in a general election, not just
for the state House. In addition, interest groups
such as labor unions may devote considerable
resources to mobilization and other independent
expenditures. Other than legal restrictions to file
reports for contributions and expenditures, busi-
nesses, unions, and other associations are unregu-
lated in Missouri elections (Casey et al., 1995). The
efforts of parties and groups, of course, are not
included in the empirical tests of the influence of
campaigns on turnout. So any detectable effects
should be underestimated.
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INTRODUCTION

One of the most under-researched fields in the
study of political parties is that of party employ-
ees. This is curious given how much we now
know about most other significant aspects of
party life, including developments in party
ideology and policy; the role, powers and
social background of party members and lead-
ers; the recruitment and sociology of legisla-
tors and candidates; and the marketing of
parties. By contrast, relatively little is known of
the men and women on the organizational
payroll who run the day-to-day operations of
parties up and down the countries in which
they operate. This is a significant oversight,
which leaves us with a deficient understand-
ing of an important aspect of party organiza-
tional development.

While it surely goes without saying that
party staff have always been of general impor-
tance to the operation and functioning of party
organizations, it seems likely that their impor-
tance is greater now than ever before. In part
this is because it is clear that the modern age of
election campaigning and political marketing
makes certain types of professional expertise
all the more pertinent. Indeed, even in the con-
text of parliamentary democracies, where poli-
tics is generally less candidate-centred than
under presidentialism, there is nothing particu-
larly novel in the argument that election cam-
paigning in the televisual era relies far more on
centralized professional resourcing than on
local party activism (see, for instance, McKenzie,
1955: 591; Butler and Rose, 1960). In addition
(and relatedly), it is likely that parties have
come to rely increasingly on paid professionals

in the context of the now ample evidence of
party membership decline and ‘de-energization’
around the democratic world (Katz et al., 1992;
Mair and van Biezen, 2001; Seyd and Whiteley,
1992; Whiteley et al., 1994). As the voluntary
wings of party organizations have gone into
decline, so the resources available through
paid professionals have increased. Here, we
explore the implications of these changes for
political parties. First, we define our subject by
exploring the scope and range of party politi-
cal work, identifying in particular the profes-
sional elements within it. Next, we offer a
detailed definition of ‘professionalism’ in this
context, before proceeding to a review of the
literature on party work at the levels of central
and subnational organizations, political con-
sultancy and governmental bodies. Finally,
we reflect on the implications for future
research.

UNDERSTANDING PARTY
PROFESSIONALS: THE RANGE
AND SCOPE OF THEIR WORK

In essence, we are engaged in an examination
of scholarship on those who work for political
parties. What do we mean by ‘work’ in this
context? Perhaps the main function of major
political parties across the contemporary
democracies is to run election campaigns.
While this function might once have been
restricted to relatively short periods of time
during and immediately before an election,
today it is clear that election campaigns are
run continuously. Whether a polity has fixed
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elections or not, the political party must
constantly monitor public opinion and modify
either its issue positions or presentation of
such positions accordingly. In addition, office-
holders understand that the positions they take
or actions they engage in today may have enor-
mous effects at the next election. Therefore,
they appreciate the need for continuous cam-
paigning by the parties and the professional
staff employed to assist in forming and articu-
lating partisan positions.

In effect, then, for all such parties, the work
of their employees will often be bound up with
the electoral imperative. The tasks connected
with this function include the following:

• the recruitment and nomination of candi-
dates for election;

• research into policy issues and opponents;
• the development of policy;
• the raising of funds to fight elections;
• the publicizing and marketing of party

policies and issue positions;
• the gauging of public opinion;
• the mobilization of voter support.

In addition to staff employed in connection with
electoral functions, we should note that par-
ties employ staff to perform a variety of tasks
associated with the day-to-day running of the
organization – accountants and financial staff,
human resources and personnel, press officers,
membership officers, organizers and agents.
Overall, those who conduct this range of duties
and functions can be broken down into:

• amateurs (volunteers and party members);
• professional staff on the regular party

pay-roll;
• professional consultants on limited-term

contracts or fees.

While there has been a resurgence of interest in
the numbers and roles of ‘amateur’ activists
in recent years (Seyd and Whiteley, 1992;
Whiteley et al., 1994; Scarrow, 1996; Widfelt,
1999; Carty and Blake, 2001; Mair and van
Biezen, 2001), our horizons in this chapter are
limited to the contribution of the latter two cat-
egories, the paid professionals of party politics.

For our purposes, professionals work in the
political process full-time (as their primary
employment) and are paid for their work. They
can be divided into two categories: staff and
consultants. Staff are obviously on the payroll of
the political parties. However, as Katz and Mair
(1992) have argued, the state frequently employs
individuals who perform important work for
political parties. For example, the full-time staff

of members of legislative bodies and political
offices of executives can often be considered as
being in support of the political party of that
member. Monroe (2001) makes this case for the
staff working in the constituency offices of par-
tisan electoral officials as well. Therefore, both
party organizations and states pay the salaries
of professional staff members. Consultants, on
the other hand, are independent contractors for
the party. They work primarily in the political
realm (see Farrell et al., 2001, for a typology), but
are not technically employees of the parties.
Recent work by Kolodny and Dulio (2003) sug-
gests that when political party organizations
make conscious decisions to hire professional
consultants in lieu of hiring and training pro-
fessional staff, then the consultants ought to
be viewed as the equivalent of employees.
Therefore, our review of the literature on  party
workers (below) will explore three categories in
turn: professional staff on the party payrolls;
professional political consultants; and profes-
sional staff paid by the state but engaged in
essentially party political work. Before review-
ing this literature, however, it is important first
to develop a clearer understanding of precisely
what ‘professionalism’ might mean in the con-
text of party political work.

DEFINING PROFESSIONALISM IN
PARTY WORK

Political scientists tend to use the term ‘profes-
sional’ in the context of party politics without
giving much consideration to its proper defini-
tion. There is no need for this since there is a
well-developed sociological literature on the
concept. This literature recognizes ‘a continuum
of professionalization on which groups can be
located according to the number of professional
characteristics which they exhibit’ (Romzek and
Utter, 1997). A review of some of the key items
in this literature (Wilensky, 1959; Brante, 1990;
Raelin, 1991) suggests that the characteristics
most usually emphasized include the following:

Expertise. At the heart of the notion of pro-
fessionalism lies the notion of some special
competence which sets the professional
apart from other workers. This will most
probably reflect a particular education and
perhaps formal vocational training or qual-
ification. In the USA, certificate and degree
programmes in campaign management are
proliferating rapidly, training today’s corps
of party officials, campaign managers, and
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political consultants. These programmes
are emerging in response to a need for more
specially trained individuals to handle the
technical tasks required by contemporary
campaigning (Jalonick, 2002/03).

Autonomy. In view of the professional’s
expertise, s/he tends to be entrusted with
an unusual degree of job autonomy; though
answerable to the ‘client’, the professional’s
specialist knowledge means that s/he can-
not be dictated to by line managers. To
some extent this distinguishes a profes-
sional from a mere ‘bureaucrat’, who is a
general functionary under the supervision
of a manager.

Mobility. Angelo Panebianco (1988: 227)
points out that, by virtue of their expertise
and autonomy, professionals are usually in a
good position to sell their labour on the exter-
nal job market if they so choose. Traditional
party bureaucrats, however, will typically be
engaged in work such that it would be diffi-
cult for them to find an equivalent job in the
external market; this relative non-transfer-
ability of their skills helps explain the
bureaucrat’s subordination to line managers
and political leaders. An illustration of the
growing potential for mobility across sectors
is provided by the USA, where the bound-
aries between party employment, full-time
consultancy and governmental staff posi-
tions are becoming blurred (Thurber and
Nelson, 2000; Johnson, 2001). Whether this
development is part of a gathering cross-
national trend can only be revealed by new
empirical research.

Self-regulation. Given his or her specialist
knowledge, only the professional is in a
position to protect clients against entry into
the job market of charlatans or incompe-
tents. Hence, a profession will typically
have the right to establish and police its
own code of vocational ethics. For instance,
the political consultancy industry in the
USA has begun to make such an effort in
this direction by establishing the American
Association of Political Consultants. An
entire volume dedicated to ethics in cam-
paigns highlights the development of ethi-
cal standards and the almost complete
inability to police them due to the perme-
ability of the profession (Nelson et al., 2002).

Commitment. Although an archetypal pro-
fessional may enjoy a considerable degree
of job autonomy, s/he will be expected to
display a special level of devotion to the
tasks undertaken.

These key characteristics provide us with an
ideal-type of professionalism. In previous work,
one of the authors defined a professional as ‘a
member of the workforce with a relatively high
status and strong position in the labour market
flowing from a special degree of expertise, com-
mitment, autonomy and capacity for self-
regulation, which in turn reflects a particular
education and formal training’ (Webb and
Fisher, 2003). By implication, ‘professionaliza-
tion’ refers to an institutional process by which
professionals become more central to an organi-
zation (in our case, a political party organiza-
tion). By contrast, traditional party bureaucrats
will have less status, expertise, job autonomy or
capacity to regulate their own activities, and are
less likely to have been through a special formal
education. Given that their status and rewards
will usually be lower, moreover, they are less
likely to be expected to demonstrate a special
devotion to duty. This calls to mind work con-
ducted more than three decades ago by
Kornberg and colleagues on party workers in
North America, where they described the
prevalence of an amateur ethos, lack of career
prospects, low prestige and pay, poor commit-
ment and a lack of any professional reference
group among party workers; this syndrome
would seem poles apart from our notion of a
political professional (Kornberg et al., 1970).

Notwithstanding the foregoing discussion, it
is notable how often people use terms such as
‘professionalism’ and ‘professionalization’ in a
rather less rigorous sense than we have adum-
brated here. More colloquial usage seems to
imply that professionalization can consist
simply of an enhanced degree of workplace
effectiveness flowing from a greater sense of
commitment or devotion to work-related duties
among employees. This may well go hand in
hand with the introduction of new working pro-
cedures designed to facilitate greater effective-
ness. This ‘soft’ notion of professionalization
contains some elements from our pure ideal-
type (commitment and effectiveness), but lacks
the classic elements of specialist training, exper-
tise, autonomy and self-regulation. A rare study
of professionalism among staff in a contempo-
rary central party office reveals that, while pro-
fessionalization in the classic ideal-typical sense
has partial relevance, professionalization in the
soft sense seems to have become far more dif-
fuse throughout the party apparatus (Webb and
Fisher, 2003).

It should be noted that, in respect of most
parliamentary democracies, there are obvious
limits to the professionalization of party
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employees in terms of the specialist ideal-type.
There is a major institutional and systemic con-
straint at work which helps explain why there
are likely to be far fewer autonomous, self-
regulating professionals working for parties in
these countries than in the USA. In America,
the candidate-centred nature of politics is such
that an extensive profession of political consul-
tancy has emerged which conforms closely to
the ideal-type; in most parliamentary demo-
cracies political life remains more party-centred,
notwithstanding the encroachment of person-
ality politics, and there is unlikely to be the
same scope for such a large autonomous body
of political professionals. Thus, although con-
gressional candidates in the USA are assisted
by their parties, they are largely free to direct
their own election campaigns; in doing so, they
hire professional consultants. By contrast, there
is far less sense of separate personal campaigns
being fought in each constituency in most
parliamentary systems, as the major parties
coordinate national electioneering efforts to a
greater extent. That is, campaigns are more
genuinely party campaigns. Such an approach
requires the professional services of relatively
few consultants at the centre, and this limited
demand cannot sustain a large professional
corpus of independent, self-certifying and self-
regulating political consultants.

This is not to say that there is no scope for
professionals, however, and indeed, we have
seen them becoming far more important in cer-
tain spheres of party work for some years now,
most obviously in respect of opinion pollsters,
advertising consultants and related fields of
political marketing and media presentation,
but also in newer fields such as fundraising
(Webb and Fisher, 2003). Even so, only a minority
of party employees could be deemed ‘profes-
sional’, unless we accept a less demanding
definition of the term. A more flexible yet still
meaningful definition of ‘professionalism’
might suggest that, in a party context, a profes-
sional is someone who has been educated to
degree level, and/or has a formal vocational
qualification, and who has achieved relevant
specialization through on-the-job experience
and training. This places primary emphasis on
the elements of expertise, though it says little
directly of factors such as autonomy, commit-
ment and mobility (though these things are
likely to be frequent corollaries of expertise).
This approach would certainly result in the
impression of far more widespread profession-
alization of parties.

Note, too, that professionalization is a process
which can be directly facilitated by the party

itself to some extent. That is, an organization
intent on developing a professional body of per-
sonnel can take responsibility for effecting this
by engaging with programmes of staff develop-
ment and training. Such activities might include
paying for staff to take courses and qualifica-
tions provided externally (for instance, in
accountancy) or the direct in-house provision of
training in relevant skills; for example, parties
might provide training for local organizers or
agents, on activities such as canvassing, getting
out the vote, call-handling, dealing with local
party finances, and so on. Indeed, there is a
lengthy tradition of this kind of specialist pro-
fessional recruitment and development in some
parties (Frasure and Kornberg, 1975; Braggins,
1999; Webb and Fisher, 2003).

In summary, we may surmise that detailed
comparative empirical study of party employ-
ees is unlikely to find that professionalization
now suffuses every aspect of most parties’
working practices: not all employees will dis-
play each of the core characteristics of the ideal-
type professional – expertise, job autonomy,
commitment, vocational identification, a code
of professional ethics and membership of a pro-
fessional body which regulates its members.
Nevertheless, it is plausible to suppose that a
more flexibly defined notion of professionalism
applies widely. That is, where training, expertise
and commitment are manifest, we might rea-
sonably suppose that we have identified ‘pro-
fessionals in pursuit of political outcomes’
(Romzek and Utter, 1997: 1263).

If so, then the dominant perception of con-
temporary political science in this respect –
that ‘professionalization’ is a relatively narrowly
defined process which flows from the growing
reliance on external communications and mar-
keting professionals – will have to be revised in
favour of the view that professionalization is
somewhat more diffuse than this, embracing
many within parties’ regular bureaucracies.
This then raises questions as to how far such
a development has been deliberately engi-
neered by party managers, and what factors
might have motivated such a development. To
what extent would it reflect deliberate strategic
choice, and to what extent would it flow
inevitably from broader trends in education
and employment in advanced industrial soci-
eties? Moreover, what are the implications for
political parties? To be ‘more professional’ may
be positive from the point of bureaucratic
rationality, but does it carry any implications
for the purposive or ideological complexion of
the party? Typically, professionalism is associ-
ated with the recruitment of people with
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special skills on a ‘meritocratic’ basis. But are
such individuals driven more by self-interested
career goals than by ideological commitment?
Farrell et al. (2001: 22) have recently described
the growing prevalence within Western
European party organizations of a ‘revolving
door philosophy’ toward their staff: ‘specialists
are employed for particular services, and once
the task is complete the employee is (and
should be) dispensable’. Given the mobility of
professionals and the possibility that electoral-
ist party organizations adopt a highly instru-
mental attitude towards some of them, it
would hardly be surprising to discover that
they were motivated less by ideological con-
viction than by personal professional goals.
Little research has been done on this to date,
though there have been some rare exceptions
over the years (Wright, 1967; Fisher and Webb,
2003).

THE LITERATURE ON
PARTY EMPLOYEES

Party employees and the mass party 

Now that we have established a clear sense of
what ‘professionalism’ consists of in the context
of party politics, we are in a position to survey
the literature, such as it is. The role of paid party
officials first received attention in the literature
on political parties in the era in which European
political systems were democratized (the late
19th and early 20th centuries). Perhaps the best-
known example is provided by Robert Michels’
celebrated study of the ‘oligarchical tendencies’
of mass parties. His frequently rehearsed argu-
ment proposed that salaried party officials con-
stituted ‘expert leaders’ with specialist technical
training in the business of running and organiz-
ing a political party. ‘It is by very necessity that
a simple employee becomes a “leader”, acquir-
ing a freedom of action that he ought not to pos-
sess. The chief then becomes accustomed to
dispatch important business on his own respon-
sibility, and to decide various questions relat-
ing to the life of the party without making any
attempt to consult the rank and file. It is obvious
that democratic control thus undergoes a pro-
gressive diminution, and is ultimately reduced
to an infinitesimal minimum’ (Michels, 2001: 27).
Through a comparative study of various social-
ist parties (especially the German Social
Democrats), he demonstrated his argument that
these party professionals held a place of great
importance within the organization.

An innovatory feature of the mass party,
when it first emerged, was that it constituted an
authentically national organization. That is,
while the classic cadre party was essentially a
loose alliance of parliamentarians, each with his
own power base in a particular locale, the mass
party consisted of a multiplicity of local branches
of an integrated national structure. This ‘socialist
invention’ (Duverger, 1954) spawned imitators
on the political right, which had to adapt by
developing new forms of local and national
organization. It is not surprising, therefore, to
find that party scholars during this period
sometimes adopted a local focus, studying the
development of local branches and of the role
that paid officials played within them.

Studies of the early stages of national and
local party organization in the era of democra-
tization are as likely to be the work of histori-
ans as of political scientists. Certainly this is
true in respect of work on the role of famous
19th-century local party officials in Britain
such as F.R. Bonham of the Conservatives or
Joseph Parks of the Liberals (Gash, 1953;
Jennings, 1961). The structure and life of local
party organizations, and the role of officials
within them, were subsequently described and
analysed in a number of studies (McKenzie,
1955; Rose, 1963, 1974; Bealey et al., 1965;
Leonard, 1965; Butler and Pinto-Duschinsky,
1970; Pinto-Duschinsky, 1972; Wilson, 1973;
Frasure and Kornberg, 1974, 1975). The core
questions addressed by these studies con-
cerned the social background, functions, training
and effectiveness of party officials. In North
America, equivalent research, in structurally
quite different organizational settings, focused
on similar themes, including the recruitment
patterns, socialization, training and participa-
tion of party officials (Bowman and Boynton,
1966a, 1966b; Ippolito and Bowman, 1969;
Kornberg et al., 1969, 1970, 1973, 1979).
Essentially the same questions, plus the ideo-
logical orientations of officials, feature in studies
of continental European parties (Wright, 1967;
Sani, 1972). It also should be noted that the
apparatchiks of Europe’s (former) communist
parties have often attracted analysis
(Marijinen, 1996; Harasymiw, 1996).

Party personnel and the party of
electoral contestation

We have remarked how Duverger referred to
the mass party as a ‘socialist invention’. Social
democratic and labour parties were founded
primarily as agents of social integration and
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group representation for the newly enfranchised
masses during the era in which Western
European politics was democratized. During
this time they devised and pursued ideological
programmes which were driven by social group
interests, and they sought to capture the loyal
political support of these groups, perhaps even
to ‘encapsulate’ them in a network of intercon-
nected social, economic and political organiza-
tions (Wellhofer, 1979). But for 40 years now,
commentators have been describing the trans-
formation of Western political parties away
from the classic mass party model into some-
thing inherently less concerned with the func-
tions of mass integration or the articulation of
specific social group interests. Since Otto
Kirchheimer (1966) major parties have generally
been regarded as motivated primarily by vote-
winning and office-seeking goals, a change
which requires, inter alia, the downgrading of
narrow group ties and softening of class ideolo-
gies in favour of broadly aggregative program-
matic appeals. This conception of party change
lies at the heart of Kirchheimer’s own model of
the ‘catch-all’ party, but is equally central to
later conceptions which have added further
layers of analysis, such as Angelo Panebianco’s
‘electoral-professional’ party (1988), and Katz
and Mair’s ‘cartel party’ (1995). As a form of
shorthand, we refer to all of these ideal-types
under the banner of ‘parties of electoral contes-
tation’, or simply ‘electoralist parties’.

The single most notable feature of the litera-
ture on the paid personnel of such parties is
that it has focused overwhelmingly on the role
of professional consultants with specialist tech-
nical expertise. Primarily, this expertise lies in
the field of political marketing and communi-
cation – opinion polling, public relations,
advertising, journalism and film-making. The
closest heuristic ideal-type is the ‘electoral-
professional party’ – an organization primarily
motivated by electoral rather than ideological
or expressive imperatives and characterized,
inter alia, by the pre-eminence of the leadership
and the centrality of professionals within the
party organization (Panebianco, 1988: 264).

However, while the importance of certain
kinds of professional consultants such as poll-
sters, advertisers and marketing experts has
often been empirically demonstrated (Hughes
and Wintour, 1990; Bowler and Farrell, 1992;
Webb, 1992; Scammell, 1995; Kavanagh, 1995;
Swanson and Mancini, 1996; Farrell and Webb,
2000; Medvic, 2001; Herrnson, 2000; Farrell et al.,
2001; Lees-Marshment, 2001), the notion of ‘pro-
fessionalization’ has rarely if ever been consid-
ered to extend beyond this in the context of

contemporary party politics. This points us to an
issue which has been overlooked in the literature
on party employees. While there is an emerging
literature on professionals and consultants who
parties hire to help them in the business of mar-
keting, campaigning and communication (see
Dulio, Chapter 28, this volume), there is a need
for wider research on other kinds of party staff.
Specifically, political scientists need to engage
with questions such as: how ‘professional’ are
party employees, and in what senses are they
professional? Are professionals different from
other types of party staff in terms of their social
and political profiles and motivations? If so,
what does this imply for political parties? What
roles do the professionals play within parties?
What issues of accountability and regulation do
they give rise to? These issues should be added
to the pre-existing concerns of political scientists
working in the area (on the recruitment, social-
ization, training and activities of paid employ-
ees), all of which retain their intellectual validity
in the contemporary context.

Having established a sense of the broad his-
torical development of research on party pro-
fessionals, it is useful to reflect on the literature
in terms of more thematic analysis. Specifically,
what are the features of the work which has
been conducted on the three categories of
party political professional whom we earlier
identified?

Payroll professionals within party
organizations

Perhaps the most prominent theme of research
on payroll party professionals has been its quan-
titative focus. Thus, Farrell and Webb (2000: 117)
have reviewed data on trends in paid staffing
across nine Western European countries to show
that the majority experienced increasing num-
bers of paid staff between 1960 and 1990, espe-
cially in their central offices and parliamentary
organizations. However, at the subnational level
things were rather different; only a minority of
parties showed net growth across time, and
some (notably the main British parties) experi-
enced quite dramatic local staff wastage. Staffing
trends in the US context are considerably more
erratic, especially at the national level (Cotter
and Bibby, 1980; Herrnson, 1988; Goldman, 1990;
Kolodny, 1998). With fixed election times,
staffing levels tend to be high during election
years and low during ‘off’ years. However, there
is some evidence of a trend at the subnational
level: levels of staffing in both election years and
‘off’ years are on the rise, though admittedly
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there have been few systematic studies of state
party staffing and none in recent years (Gibson
et al., 1983). As we will show below, American
parties have increased their reliance on paid
professionals, but they have done this more
by hiring former employees as independent
contractors than by employing permanent
employees.

The growing reliance of modern parties on
paid professional staff is well demonstrated by
the example of the British Labour Party (Webb
and Fisher, 2003). In 1964 there was one Labour
Party employee for every 2786 individual
members, whereas by 1998 there was one
employee for every 1231 members, a net
change of 56 per cent in the staff–membership
ratio. The change in this ratio is even more
pronounced if we narrow the focus to the
real locus of staff growth, the central (extra-
parliamentary) party organization; in 1964
there was one central party employee for every
16,602 individual members, but by 1998 there
was one for every 2263 members, a change of
86 per cent. Even allowing for the vagaries of
measuring party membership accurately, there
is no doubt that there has been a substitution
over time of paid for voluntary labour. We can
be confident, given the overall trends in party
resourcing across advanced industrial demo-
cracies, that the British Labour Party is not
atypical in this respect.

This, then, seems to point to the growing
centrality of paid professional staff members
within party organizations across Western
Europe. Moreover, although the data are less
comprehensive, there is growing evidence to
suggest that parties in post-communist Eastern
Europe are much the same. That is, few – outside
the communist successor parties themselves –
have large memberships, but many have
quickly developed their professional staff
establishments to run the central party organi-
zations, especially in respect of the manage-
ment of election campaigns, and often on the
back of state funding (Kitschelt, 1992; Kopecký,
1995; Lewis, 1994; Lewis and Gortat, 1995;
Perkins, 1996; Mair, 1997; Szczerbiak, 1999, 2001,
2003; van Biezen, 2000; Olson, 1998; van Biezen
and Kopecký, 2003). Essentially the same point
could be made in respect of some of the parties
in the recently emerging democracies of Latin
America (Angell et al., 1992). 

Professional political consultants

The discussion of political marketers or con-
sultants has recently become quite rich. Some

studies seek to identify these individuals
(Farrell et al., 2001; Johnson, 2001; Thurber and
Nelson, 2000) while others seek to put their role
in the electoral process in context (Kolodny and
Logan, 1998; Dulio, 2004). Significant surveys
of the consulting industry were conducted in
1999 and 2003 by the Center for Congressional
and Presidential Studies at American University
under the direction of James A. Thurber and
Candice J. Nelson. These surveys found that
consultants tended to have been party employ-
ees at an earlier point in their career, believed
their party experience to be important in the
conduct of their professional activities, and
saw their role as complementary to the parties
(Thurber, 2000; Kolodny and Logan, 1998).
Kolodny (2000) likewise found, in a survey of
political party executive directors at the state
level, that party officials considered many con-
sultants to be employees in another form – that
is, rather than work on the payroll, consultants
could be retained as needed for defined pro-
jects, which was preferable to retaining large
numbers of less trained staff. This body of
research clearly points in the direction of
regarding professional consultants as a cate-
gory of party employee – their retention sub-
stitutes for hiring additional staff in party
central office, while previous party employ-
ment is a significant factor in the likelihood of
their being awarded the party work. However,
others working in this area see the hiring of
paid professionals as being done at the
expense of party infrastructure (Sabato, 1981;
Blumenthal, 1982; Shea, 1996; Nimmo, 2001;
Plasser, 2001). Most of these studies rely on
anecdote rather than on (admittedly difficult to
obtain) systematic data sets. Indeed, as the pro-
fession is still poorly institutionalized, there
are no professional organizations or official
channels to identify the core of professionals
doing party work under this rubric. While col-
lecting data in the US case is difficult, interna-
tionally it is virtually impossible (though note
the exceptional effort of Farrell and Bowler,
2000).

‘Party’ professionals on 
the public payroll 

Beginning in the 1970s, political scientists
began to look closely at the work being carried
out by individuals paid by the government in
support positions for elected officials. In the
US context, Salisbury and Shepsle (1981)
declared that a congressional office was an
‘enterprise’ devoted to the manufacture and
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maintenance of an important commodity: a
positive image of the elected official. While the
staff were not engaged in explicitly partisan
work (and due to legal restrictions in place for
60 years, must never engage in political work
as part of their regular job duties), their dutiful
reminders of the goodwill of their bosses when
interacting with their constituents meet an
implied partisan need. Likewise, Monroe’s
(2001) study of staff in the constituency offices
of elected officials finds that these individuals
continually interact with the district staff of
other elected officials sharing the same geo-
graphic constituency (in the US case, that means
a member of the US Congress, a state legisla-
ture, or a local county or city municipality) on
official government matters. This interaction
creates close networks that in many ways
resemble old-style political machines in that
they consist of an elite which is knowledgeable
about a wide variety of issues, individuals and
political opportunities.

In similar vein, the executive offices contain
a number of paid staff who should be consid-
ered party staff members. In the US example,
there are many offices within the executive
branch whose employees perform communica-
tions functions that must be seen as party-
supporting. These include the White House
Press Office, the Office of Communications,
speech writers, media relations specialists,
and a host of other positions whose occupants
are expected to ‘spin’ the day’s events in a
favourable light for the president (Grossman
and Kumar, 1981; Maltese, 1994). Kathryn
Dunn Tenpas (2000) explains how political
consultants were hired by incumbent presi-
dents to provide advice not only on electoral
strategy but also on policy formulation.

In a European context, it is common for some
jobs which are, in effect, partisan to be at the
expense of the public purse. This has been most
obviously so in countries with pronounced
traditions of clientelism or patronage, notably
the ‘partitocratic’ cases of Italy and Belgium
(Bardi, 2002; Deschouwer, 2002). But almost
everywhere some jobs are funded in this way. In
the UK, for instance, the governing party is able
to rely on a growing number of ‘special advisers’
appointed at the taxpayer’s expense to help min-
isters. While most Cabinet members are able to
appoint up to two such advisers, there is no limit
on the number that the prime minister can
appoint to assist in the work of the Downing
Street machine. Tony Blair has exploited this
possibility in an historically remarkable way.
When his predecessor John Major left Downing
Street in June 1997, he enjoyed the support of

just eight special advisers; by 1998/9, Blair had
increased this to 25, a level which has remained
broadly constant since then. By 2003, some 27
advisers out of 81 who worked across all central
government ministries in Whitehall were located
in the Prime Minister’s Office (Heffernan and
Webb, 2005). This development has become
increasingly controversial, raising various issues
about the autonomy, role and accountability of
such advisers. As a result, the independent
Committee on Standards in Public Life (2003)
issued a report in which it recommended clear
legal definitions of the precise roles and lines of
accountability concerning special advisers, a
move later backed by the Public Administration
Select Committee (2004) of the House of
Commons. At the time of writing, however, it
seems that the present incumbent of 10 Downing
Street is unwilling to embrace all of the strictures
proposed by these bodies. In any case, it is clear
from our perspective that professionals such as
these, though notionally ‘civil servants’, are in
effect party servants.

CONCLUSIONS

This brief review demonstrates that the work
of party professionals has long been of interest
to political scientists. The most typical acade-
mic approach has in effect been from the per-
spective of political sociology. Thus, interest in
the social profile, recruitment, socialization,
training and activity of employees has been the
core motivation of scholarship. These issues
remain pertinent today – perhaps ever more so
in these times of political consultancy, state-
funded party politics, and electoral profession-
alism. The professional staff of party politics lie
at, or close to, the nexus of political power
across the democratic world. In view of this,
there would seem to be a strong case for more
wide-ranging, systematic comparative research
into their backgrounds and roles. But the key
questions, while embracing the concerns of
political sociology, could and should go further:
Who are the professionals of party politics?
What do they do? What implications do they
carry for party theory and democratic theory?
In what ways, if at all, can and should they be
held accountable? Is there any need to estab-
lish a regulatory framework within which they
should operate?

We would argue that questions such as these
provide a significant agenda for research,
though we are under no illusions as to the ease
with which it can be conducted. Quite apart
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from the usual issues of research in general
(funding!) and comparative politics in particu-
lar (concept stretching and measurement), there
is a further potential obstacle in this case: this
research depends fundamentally on the willing-
ness of the parties themselves to cooperate in
granting access to data and employees. On pre-
vious limited experience, this is not a problem
to be taken lightly, especially in so far as gather-
ing survey data on party employees is con-
cerned (Webb and Fisher, 2003). On the other
hand, individual party employees are often
willing to grant interviews and to discuss mat-
ters with a striking degree of candour, which
suggests that qualitative methods may hold
the key to unlocking this particular research
programme.
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28
PARTY CRASHERS? THE RELATIONSHIP

BETWEEN POLITICAL CONSULTANTS
AND POLITICAL PARTIES

David A. Dulio

The role that professional political consultants
play in US elections today has become a puzzle
that academics and journalists alike have
recently started to piece together. ‘Hitmen’
(‘Political Advertising’s Hitmen’, 1980), ‘image
merchants’ (Hiebert et al., 1971), and ‘issue
choosers’ (O’Shaughnessey, 1990) are among
the litany of disparaging labels that have been
used to describe political consultants. The con-
ventional wisdom holds consultants responsi-
ble for many of the problems that seem to
plague modern elections in the United States,
including the high cost of elections, the nega-
tive nature of campaigns, and the lack of issue-
based debates between candidates.1

Arguably the most important indictment
levied against professional consultants is that
they are partially, if not fully, responsible for
the decline of the parties’ role in electioneering.
What these characterizations gloss over, how-
ever, is that political consultants have impor-
tant ties to political parties that relate to how
parties conduct elections and strive to meet
their goals. To some extent both consultants
and parties serve the same master – they are
responsible for helping to elect candidates to
office. 

How these two important electoral actors
relate to each other in the current state of
elections is the focus of this chapter. First, the
development of professional consultants in
elections is briefly considered vis-à-vis political
parties. Next, two competing interpretations of
the consultant–party relationship are outlined –
are consultants and parties allies or adversaries?

The consequences of this relationship are also
briefly considered in the following context: Is
this relationship beneficial to modern political
parties or does it hinder their progress to their
main goal (i.e., gaining and holding seats in
government)? The close and important rela-
tionship that professional political consultants
have with parties does not stop on election day,
however. To that end, I illustrate how consul-
tants and parties are linked during the non-
campaign season – when elected officials are
supposed to be tending to the ‘people’s busi-
ness’. The chapter concludes with a look into
the future of this relationship, with a special
focus on how recent campaign reforms may
affect both actors.

THE SIMULTANEOUS DEVELOPMENT
OF CONSULTANTS AND PARTIES

The question of how professional consultants
relate to political parties today can only be fully
answered by looking back at how each has
changed through the history of electioneering.
Indeed, the two actors have an interrelated past. 

The fact that political parties once domi-
nated campaigning in the United States has
been well documented (Sorauf, 1980; Crotty,
1984; Ware, 1985; Herrnson, 1988, 2000, 2004;
Aldrich, 1995; Maisel and Buckley, 2005). The
‘party-centered’ electoral system was one in
which parties controlled just about every aspect
of campaigning from candidate recruitment
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and voter contact to message development and
get-out-the-vote operations (Sorauf, 1980;
Herrnson, 1988; Keefe, 1998; Ware, 1985).
However, after their ‘golden age’ parties lost
much of this electioneering prowess. Many
critics of campaign consultants lay a good deal
of the blame for this loss of power at the feet of
political professionals. These sentiments are
nicely summarized by Larry Sabato (1981: 286)
who argues that consultants ‘along with their
electoral wares, have played a moderate part
in … the continuing decline of party organiza-
tion … [and have] abetted the slide, sometimes
with malice aforethought. … The services pro-
vided by consultants, their new campaign
technologies, have undoubtedly supplanted
party activities and influence’. 

Political consultants, however, are not to blame
for the decline in electoral power political parties
have suffered. Other factors surrounding, and
changes to, the electioneering landscape weak-
ened parties before consultants ever appeared on
the scene. Consider, for instance, the Robert La
Follette-led Progressive Movement of the early
1900s. The reforms instituted by the Progressives,
such as the introduction of the direct primary, the
elimination of patronage (with the Pendleton
Act), and registration and ballot reforms, all
served to weaken parties. These reforms (and
others like them) meant that the party no longer
controlled candidate recruitment, it was easier
for voters to split their tickets, and rather than the
party being the monopolizing force behind
campaigns, candidates were now encouraged
‘to develop their own campaign organization[s]’
(Herrnson, 1988: 26). 

In addition, the electorate to which candi-
dates and parties were making their electoral
pitches was undergoing drastic changes. In the
early 1930s roughly 75 million people were
eligible to vote in presidential elections; by
the late 1960s that number had risen to over
120 million. ‘Party organizations, designed
for campaigning to a limited electorate on a
personal basis, were not an efficient means for
reaching [the] … growing pool of voters’
(Salmore and Salmore, 1989: 41). This meant
that candidates had to find another way to
communicate with potential voters. At the
same time, the United States was in the middle
of a push toward a media-dominated society;
that candidates looked to television as a com-
munication tool was inevitable. 

As a result of these changes, the shift from
a style of campaigning that was party-based
and focused on personal contact to one that
was more candidate-centered and mass-
communication-based began to appear. In other

words, campaigns moved away from being
labor-intensive – stressing ‘canvassing and
public meetings’ – to being capital-intensive –
characterized by a high ‘degree of campaign
professionalism’ (Farrell, 1996: 168–9). It soon
became clear that candidates and parties could
no longer campaign in the way that they once
had. Candidates needed help; they demanded
assistance with the electioneering tools of the
day. With this, candidates turned to those
with the requisite skills – professional political
consultants.

That said, however, professional political con-
sultants did not become major players in federal
elections until the mid-1900s.2 It was not until
this time that there was broad use of consultants
by candidates in congressional and presidential
elections. One estimate of consultant activity
during the 1950s found only 41 public relations
firms offering complete campaign management
services; by 1972 that number had only risen to
100 (Rosenbloom, 1973). Further, as of the 1978
campaign, only 9 percent of all candidates for
the US House of Representatives were found
to have hired a campaign manager, while only
39 percent hired a media consultant (Goldenberg
and Traugott, 1984). Indeed, ‘[f]rom its start … ,
the campaign management industry grew
rather slowly. A few companies went in and out
of business shortly after World War II, and some
public relations and advertising firms started
accepting political clients in the late 1940s. [It
was not until] the 1950s [that] there was a slow
but steady expansion’ (Rosenbloom, 1973: 50). 

Therefore, the ascendance of professional
political consultants was a reaction to rather
than a cause of political party decline. Political
consultants stepped in to fill a void that was
left when parties were weakened and when
they could not help all their candidates as
effectively as they once did (Dulio, 2004).

Parties have continually modified their
behavior according to the electoral context of
the day. Both parties saw their electoral power
wane in the wake of the reforms and changes of
the late 1800s and early 1900s to a point where
they were described as being ‘peripheral’ to the
campaign (Herrnson, 1988). After a period of
weakness parties underwent what some have
called a resurgence (Kayden and Mahe, 1985) or
a revitalization (Aldrich, 1995) when they began
to regain some of their influence in elections by
offering technologically sophisticated services
to their candidates (e.g., help with fundraising
and television production) and by re-dedicating
themselves to raising money. Parties were
now the ‘intermediary’ (Herrnson, 1988)
through which campaigns were waged and
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were ‘in service’ to their candidates (Aldrich,
1995). The ascendance of political consultants to
an important role in US elections is simply
another adjustment both major parties have
made over time. 

Further evidence of this can be seen in more
recent adaptations of political parties in the
United States – the Democratic National Com-
mittee (DNC), and the Republican National
Committee (RNC), as well as their campaign
committees, the Democratic Congressional
Campaign Committee (DCCC), the Democratic
Senatorial Campaign Committee (DSCC), the
National Republican Congressional Committee
(NRCC), and the National Republican Senatorial
Committee (NRSC). Through these arms of
their headquarters, parties actually began to
work with political consultants and seek out
their help. 

For instance, during the 1970s and 1980s
both parties saw their fundraising coffers swell
to their highest levels ever (Herrnson, 1988;
White and Shea, 2004); however, they could
not have accomplished this without the help of
private political consultants who were not for-
mally connected to the party. From their newly
built headquarters on Capitol Hill, and at
the direction of their chairmen, both the
Republicans and Democrats launched direct-
mail fundraising campaigns. However, they
each looked to professional consultants for
help; RNC Chair William Brock looked to con-
sultant Richard Viguerie, and DNC Chair
Charles Mannatt hired the firm of Carver,
Matthews, Smith, and Company. Additionally,
Republicans hired pollsters such as Robert
Teeter, Richard Wirthlin, and Stanley Finkelstein
to conduct survey research for the party and
their candidates; Democrats looked to survey
research consultants such as Peter Hart and
Matt Reese for similar help (Herrnson, 1988).
What is more, even at the time that parties
were said to be ‘in service’ to their candidates
and providing the services that were in great
demand by candidates of the day – such
as help with the production of television
commercials – political consultants were not
far removed from the process. Both parties
constructed state-of-the-art television produc-
tion facilities in their headquarters and offered
their candidates assistance in making televi-
sion ads for their campaigns. However, while
in their use of the Harriman media center
Democratic candidates looking for help could
use the sophisticated facilities at hand and take
advantage of the technical expertise of the staff
(e.g., lighting and editing), the candidates had
to ‘provide their own ideas and copy … [and]

hire their own advertising experts and script
writers’ (Herrnson, 1988: 62). Even when
parties were in control of the services that
were going to candidates, consultants played a
major role in the provision of those services
(Dulio, 2004). 

FRIENDS OR FOES?

There are different interpretations of the histor-
ical relationship between political consultants
and political parties. Some claim consultants
pounced on parties when they were weak so as
to make a quick buck, see the development of
consultants as a threat to parties, and claim that
consultants have pushed parties further into
decline (Sabato, 1981). Others, however, see the
relationship between consultants and parties as
more benign, where parties can even reap ben-
efits from a partnership with consultants
(Kolodny and Logan, 1998; Kolodny and Dulio,
2003; Dulio and Thurber, 2003; Dulio, 2004;
Dulio and Nelson, 2005). 

The question of whether consultants and
parties are friends or foes is an important one
for a number of reasons, the most compelling
of which may be that, in one view, American
elections, and politics in general, are critically
in need of political parties (Schattschneider,
1942) – if parties are not healthy, neither is
democracy. The relationship between the two
actors, however, is difficult to get at. The role of
professional consultants in American politics
has not been as deeply studied as other ques-
tions in political science.3 There are at least two
explanations for the lack of information on
consultants in the academic literature. First,
there is a genuine lack of data about consul-
tants generally and what it is they do during a
campaign. And second, political science has
tended to focus on behavioral questions (e.g.,
why voters vote the way they do) which means
that ‘our attention has moved away from the
electoral institutions in which consultants now
play such a commanding role … [and that] we
play less attention to the dynamics of electoral
institutions and the processes of campaigning’
(Petracca, 1989: 11). Many of those studies that
have been done on consultants, however, con-
tain little or no systematic exploration of con-
sultants’ place in campaigns. Most of these
accounts are descriptive in nature and their
conclusions are based mainly on speculation
and assertion from anecdotal evidence. 

For similar reasons, explorations of the
consultant–party relationship are even less
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numerous. However, as noted above, those
who have examined the connection between
consultants and parties fall into two general
camps – they see them as either allies or adver-
saries. The allies versus adversaries hypothesis
was first put forth by Robin Kolodny and
Angela Logan (1998). ‘According to the adver-
sarial view, consultants do not compliment
parties and act as little more than advertising
agencies’ (Kolodny and Logan, 1998: 155).
However, under the allied view, ‘consultants
do for candidates what parties simply cannot’,
and ‘consultants value party goals’ and ‘are
not anathemic to a party’s mission, i.e., to elect
like-minded candidates who will promote a
certain agenda through the implementation of
public policy’ (Kolodny and Logan, 1998: 155).

The claims of those who subscribe to the
consultants-and-parties-as-adversaries view
interpret the development of the two actors
over time as one of competition in a zero-sum
game (i.e., if one actor’s power increases the
other’s must decrease) and conclude that
because parties are weaker than they were
before, the rise of the consultants must be the
cause. The specific criticisms of those in this
camp include that consultants have wrestled
control of campaigns away from candidates
(Petracca, 1989), homogenized American poli-
tics, increased the costs of campaigns, and nar-
rowed the focus of elections (Sabato, 1981). In
their view, consultants control every aspect of a
campaign from the issues that the candidate
will run on to how the candidate will communi-
cate with the public. In other words, consultants
now do what the party machines of yesteryear
once did. 

Those who see consultants and parties as
adversaries also interpret the ascendance of
consultants and modern electioneering tech-
niques as a displacement of parties in their role
as the main players in elections. In other
words, consultants appeared and pushed par-
ties to the side of the campaigning process
(Sabato, 1981). Consultants’ use of mass-media
communications techniques and other techni-
cally sophisticated tactics to communicate with
voters was perceived as ‘creating a campaign
climate where individual candidates [took] the
voting public’s focus away from party plat-
forms’ (Kolodny and Logan, 1998: 155).

The clearest, and arguably the most convinc-
ing, argument made by those who see consul-
tants as detrimental to parties is that consultants,
rather than parties, are the individuals candi-
dates now turn to for campaign advice and the
necessary help during their campaigns (Sabato,
1981). As noted above, political parties once

monopolized electioneering. Even when the
first blows to strict party control of a candi-
date’s campaign were felt – when individual
campaign managers headed campaigns – the
party was not too far removed – these first
‘managers’ were closely tied to the party
(Medvic, 1997; Ware, 1985). However, once the
use of consultants took hold as an acceptable
electioneering practice, candidates had less
need for the operatives who worked at the
local, state, or national party headquarters.
Specifically, when candidates needed help in
defining their campaign theme and message
(i.e., the rationale for their campaign and the
reason(s) why someone should vote for them),
a strategy for communicating that message,
and the delivery vehicles to carry that message
(e.g., radio and television commercials, and
direct mailings) they turned not to the party
but to consultants who, for example, knew
how to conduct survey research with scientific
samples, and how to produce television ads.
Sabato (1981: 286) sums this up nicely when he
argues that ‘The services provided by consul-
tants, their new campaign technologies, have
undoubtedly supplanted party activities and
influences’. It should also be noted that Sabato
does not rely on any systematic analysis of
consultant or party behavior or conduct; rather,
his arguments, and those of most others who
subscribe to the adversarial view, are based on
assertion and conjecture.

Those who take the opposite view and see
consultants and parties as allies interpret the
adaptation of both actors over time in a differ-
ent manner. To them, the ascent of consul-
tants is not a detriment to parties; instead, they
argue, consultants stepped in to fill an elec-
tioneering void that was created by changes in
the context of campaigning (i.e., the increased
numbers of eligible voters and the reforms
instituted in the late 1800s and early 1900s). For
instance, as Paul S. Herrnson (1988: 26) notes,
after the reforms initiated by the Progressives
were put in place, instead of the party head-
quarters being the place candidates went
for advice, candidates were encouraged ‘to
develop their own campaign organization[s]’
which included more of a dependence on non-
party funding and other politicos to help raise
the requisite funds. Moreover, when candi-
dates began to turn to more technologically
advanced ways of communicating with voters,
‘[p]olitical parties could not offer the specific
information and persuasion techniques these
candidates believed were vital to their chances
for victory’ (Kolodny, 2000a: 111). The party
operatives of that time simply did not have the
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technical skills that were needed to conduct
survey research or produce a television spot
(Dulio, 2004). In other words, ‘consultants do
for candidates what the political parties simply
cannot: they offer targeted technical assistance
and personalized advice’ (Kolodny and Logan,
1998: 155).

The consultants-and-parties-as-allies per-
spective is also bolstered by evidence which
shows the close working relationship the two
actors have had over time. Consultants would
be nowhere without clients – without them
they would have no revenue. Aside from the
obvious avenues consultants have for acquir-
ing clients – they apply for campaign jobs with
candidates they would like to work for, or can-
didates seek out the consultant – consultants
may be put in touch with a potential client by
the party itself (Sabato, 1981). Both parties
have a long-standing practice of recommend-
ing consultants to their candidates (Herrnson,
1988). Moreover, political parties have looked
to consultants for help when they have needed
it over the years. For instance, as noted above,
when the parties were in the midst of their
‘revitalization’, political consultants were
not too far removed from some of the major
activities – consultants helped the parties build
their donor bases in their fundraising initiatives
of the 1970s and consultants were brought in to
assist in the provision of services such as
survey research and television production to
candidates. 

Further, recent evidence shows that parties
themselves hire consultants to provide certain
services that they either no longer provide or
are not as well equipped to provide as consul-
tants. In a recent survey, professional political
consultants were asked about their relation-
ship with the national party organizations.4
Part of the battery of questions included an
assessment of who was better suited to provide
certain services during a campaign. The con-
sultants who were part of the survey (505 from
across the USA) were clear in indicating that
certain services were better supplied by the
individuals in their industry than by those at
the party headquarters. However, they also
said that there were some services that were
better handled by the party as opposed to out-
side consultants, indicating a partnership in
electioneering services. The division of labor
that appears from the survey responses is basi-
cally between tasks that are technically sophis-
ticated and require a good deal of personal
candidate attention and those that require
large amounts of staff and time (Dulio, 2004).
In general, consultants reported that they are

better at providing the services that are
centered on message creation and delivery –
supplying strategic advice, producing televi-
sion ads and direct mail pieces, and conducting
public opinion polling – while the parties are a
better source for services such as fundraising,
opposition research, and get-out-the-vote oper-
ations (Dulio, 2004). The consultants in the sur-
vey also replied that they welcomed these same
services from the party when they were work-
ing on a competitive campaign, further illus-
trating that consultants see parties as a partner
in their efforts. 

Interestingly, operatives at the parties’ head-
quarters agree with the consultants’ assess-
ment and add further evidence to the allied
view. In a separate study and survey, senior
state party operatives and national party offi-
cials were asked the same battery of questions.
Political party staffers agreed that professional
consultants have supplanted parties in provid-
ing campaign services that are focused on
message creation and delivery (Dulio and
Thurber, 2003; Dulio and Nelson, 2005; see also
Kolodny, 2000a). Furthermore, 70 percent of
these staffers said that consultants provide ser-
vices that political parties are incapable of pro-
viding. In other words, ‘consultants are viewed
by the parties as being complements to the
parties’ overall strategy, not competitors to it’
(Kolodny, 2000a: 129). Moreover, those cur-
rently in charge at the state parties’ headquar-
ters across the USA reported that they would
continue the long-standing practice of recom-
mending consultants to candidates running in
their state in the 2002 election cycle; 60 and 73
percent of those interviewed at the national
party headquarters reported that they would
recommend consultants to candidates running
for House and Senate, respectively.5

The proponents of the allied view also cite
evidence of political party behavior to illus-
trate that they work in concert with consul-
tants today. For instance, the same study of
party officials referenced above found that
nearly 90 percent of party organizations
planned to hire a pollster during the 2002 elec-
tion cycle; over 80 percent reported they would
hire a direct mail specialist and nearly 70 per-
cent said they would hire a media consultant.6
Additionally, while both parties looked to con-
sultants for help in providing services to can-
didates during their ‘rejuvenation’ of the late
1970s and 1980s, modern parties look almost
exclusively to consultants to produce the ser-
vices they help provide to their candidates.
One manifestation of this phenomenon is in
how political parties spend their resources.
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One study of a certain type of spending
available to parties – coordinated expenditures7 –
helps illustrate this point. During the 1998 and
2000 election cycles, both major US parties
spent roughly $30 and $25 million dollars
respectively in coordinated funds for services
to help their candidates. These dollars ‘typi-
cally are for campaign services that a Hill com-
mittee or some other party organization gives
to a candidate or purchases from a political con-
sultant on the candidate’s behalf’ (Herrnson,
2000: 93). In 1998 over 90 percent of all coordi-
nated money was paid to outside political con-
sultants and in 2000 nearly 94 percent of these
dollars went to consultants for services such
as television ad production (as well as the
air time for those ads), direct mail campaigns,
and public opinion polls (Kolodny and Dulio,
2003).

The importance of these figures, say those
who argue consultants and parties are allies, is
found mainly in what they purchase. As noted
above, both national parties used to offer assis-
tance with technical campaign services such as
television production to their candidates from
their headquarters in Washington, DC. The
new arrangement parties have with consul-
tants does not include producing or providing
these same services. Rather, they pay political
consultants to provide them. Parties have
moved from being a ‘party in service’ (Aldrich,
1995) to a new era of party service: the party-
as-billpayer (Dulio, 2004). Evidence is found in
decisions the parties have made about how
best to get their candidates the services they
need. Take the production of television ads, for
example. Before 1986, ‘About 25 to 30 candi-
dates [got] the full treatment’ from the NRCC
in terms of help with their media campaign,
which included meetings with the campaign
pollster, the party field director, and one of the
party’s writers (Herrnson, 1988: 63). However,
in the late 1990s the Republicans stopped using
their media center and began to farm out to
professional consultants the production of
those television ads they were going to have a
hand in. According to one former party staffer,
this decision was an easy one to make: ‘in
order to retool [the media center], almost every
election cycle, maybe two at the most, you are
going to have to raise anywhere from $3
million to $5 million to $10 million to redo that
and it is not worth it … For $10 million you can
fund a lot of candidates’ (quoted in Dulio,
2004). Democrats have also almost completely
done away with using their media center to
help candidates and instead look to consul-
tants to provide the same services they once

offered (Kolodny and Dulio, 2003). Parties
have continued to adapt, realizing that it is
simply more efficient to pay consultants to do
the same work (Dulio, 2004). 

Finally, the consultants-and-parties-as-allies
view is buttressed by data illustrating that
political party headquarters have been a major
training ground for today’s political consul-
tants. In three different studies roughly half of
the consultants operating today were found to
have an employment history with the party
organization at one level or another (Kolodny
and Logan, 1998; Thurber et al., 2000; Dulio,
2004). What is more, those consultants who
have a history of working for the party often
return to work for the party in their capacity as
outside consultants. Over three-quarters of
consultants who had once worked for a party
organization had a party organization as a
client after they had left the party to go into
business for themselves; this is in comparison
to only 44 percent of those with no past party
experience (Kolodny and Logan, 1998). This
has led some to argue that consultants who
once worked for the party never really leave
the party and remain part of a ‘party network’,
or an extended party organization (Kolodny,
2000b; Schwartz, 1990). 

This brings us to the question of whether the
appearance and subsequent expansion of con-
sultant influence in US elections has been ben-
eficial or detrimental to political parties. The
allies versus adversaries question gives us a
brief look at the answer to this question.
Obviously, those who are in the consultants-
and-parties-as-adversaries camp argue that
consultants’ presence has hindered parties at a
significant cost (i.e., parties have been taken
out of the electoral game), and those who
argue the allied view is correct see the relation-
ship in more optimistic terms. 

Many of those approaching the relationship
from the adversarial perspective focus on
aspects of the party organization that are not as
strong as they once used to be for evidence that
consultants are detrimental to the parties’ exis-
tence. One piece of evidence of this kind would
be that parties no longer control campaigns
from top to bottom; parties no longer select the
candidates to run in an election and they no
longer help direct the campaign in terms of the
issues (i.e., the message) on which the candi-
date will run. Those in the allied camp argue
that the loss of party power in this area had
already occurred and that the consultants’ role
helps parties achieve their goals. 

Those who approach the relationship from the
allied perspective cite the fact that consultants,
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and the services they offer, allow parties to
focus on their main goal – winning and hold-
ing seats in government (Kolodny, 1998). In
addition, those in this camp point to a more
efficient party organization in existence today.
Modern party organizations that ‘subcontract’
work to political consultants can supply more
services to more candidates under this model
than if they tried to provide all the services to
their candidates (Kolodny, 2000b; Dulio, 2004).
As one state party executive director put it,
‘Consultants help us in areas that we either
lack the professional experience or the hard-
ware to accomplish our goals’ (quoted in
Kolodny, 2000a: 127). This is beneficial in that
parties are able to focus on the aspects of elec-
tioneering that they perform best so as to help
more of their candidates win elections – raising
money, for example. By focusing on raising the
funds that are required for campaigning in the
modern context and looking to various consul-
tants to produce the services that candidates
demand, parties are serving more candidates
in a better manner than they would be if they
tried to produce every election service in
house. The parties have realized this, and one
example is found in their use of their media
centers. When the party tried to provide media
services to their candidates, they could only
provide a ‘full blown media campaign’ to
25–30 candidates (Herrnson, 1988: 63). Many
more candidates got help in the 1998 and 2000
election cycles when the parties paid consul-
tants with coordinated dollars. Moreover, this
way the candidates get a more complete service
in that it is more personalized and deals specif-
ically with their campaign in their district or
state.

The answer to the question of whether polit-
ical parties and political consultants are friends
or foes is a lengthy one that is broader than the
scope of this chapter. Would parties like to be
more involved in they way their candidates
run their races? Undoubtedly. However, the
current context of elections is not conducive to
that kind of party–candidate relationship. As
the electoral landscape has changed so have
electoral actors (parties, candidates, voters,
etc.). Indeed, the relationship between consul-
tants and parties is simply another reaction to
the changing electoral context. Parties have
continually adapted over time; from monopo-
lizing electoral politics (Sorauf, 1980) and
campaigning to being ‘peripheral’ actors in
campaigns (Herrnson, 1988) to being ‘interme-
diaries’ and ‘in service’ to their candidates
(Herrnson, 1988; Aldrich, 1995). ‘Rather than
seeing the proliferation of consultants as a sign

of party decline’, argues Robin Kolodny
(2000b: 20) ‘their presence is actually a next
step in party evolution’. The use of, and reliance
on, consultants is simply another adaptation
that parties have made so they can remain
focused on their main goals. Indeed, ‘consultant
use by parties and candidates is a rational
response’ to the changing electoral environment
(Kolodny, 2000b: 20).

BEYOND ELECTION DAY

While professional political consultants obvi-
ously have close ties with candidates and polit-
ical parties during campaign season, the two
are also linked well beyond election day. The
term ‘permanent campaign’, first coined by
the then journalist Sidney Blumenthal (1982),
elicits images of candidates in constant cam-
paign mode between elections. This is not an
inaccurate picture, and as Anthony King (1997)
describes, candidates are often ‘running scared’.
Because candidates run for office so frequently
in the United States (the best example are
members of the House of Representatives who
are elected every two years, but may face a
primary challenge less than 18 months after
being sworn into office) they need to continu-
ally engage in the activities that they would if
they were in the middle of a campaign. While
some candidates retain the services of political
consultants between campaigns (pollsters and
fundraisers are the ones most likely to be active
between campaigns), parties and consultants
also work together between campaigns to
shape policy alternatives and to work toward
the passage of government initiatives. 

Another aspect of the ‘permanent campaign’
that has received less attention than the image
of candidates constantly campaigning is the
continual quest for public support around
ideas for public policy solutions. To this end,
elected officials in Congress and the White
House look to outside political consultants for
help. As president, Bill Clinton took the idea of
the permanent campaign to new heights. He
was criticized for being ‘poll-driven’ and rely-
ing on public sentiment to govern. Who was it
that provided Clinton with the poll data that
he supposedly looked to? The same individu-
als who would have provided the data if he
were campaigning – professional political con-
sultants. While presidents have supplemented
their advisory network with political consul-
tants since the Nixon administration, it was the
Clinton White House that raised the bar in
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terms of looking to outside consultants for
advice (Tenpas, 2000). At different times
during his presidency, Clinton sought advice
from campaign consultants including Dick
Morris, Paul Begala, James Carville, Mandy
Grunwald, Stan Greenberg, Bob Squire, Hank
Sheinkopf, Marcus Penczer and Mark Penn
(Tenpas, 2000).

The relevant piece of the puzzle here is that
when presidents have looked to political con-
sultants for advice, they have not been on the
official White House payroll. Instead, their
paychecks have been signed by someone at the
national party headquarters.8 With regard to
exactly how much the DNC or the RNC has
spent on consultants who served as advisors to
presidents, Tenpas (2000) provides some start-
ling estimates. For instance, by combing
through reports filed with the Federal Election
Commission, Tenpas (2000: 115) estimates that
the RNC spent roughly $2 million annually on
polling for President Reagan, and that the
DNC spent $1 million and $2.5 million on poll-
sters for presidents Carter and Clinton, respec-
tively. Moreover, Tenpas (2000: 114) shows that
‘[i]n 1995 the salaries for President Clinton’s
fifteen most senior White House staff members
totaled $1.8 million’ but that ‘[d]uring that
same year, the DNC spent over $2.9 million’ on
seven consulting firms that conducted polling
and helped design media campaigns for the
White House. Parties in Congress also look to
pollsters and other consultants for assistance,
whether it be to provide reelection advice or to
help shape and sell policy solutions (Jacobs
and Shapiro, 2000; Lipinski, 2001; Dulio and
Medvic, 2003).

Whether President Clinton was ‘poll-driven’
when he made decisions about the policy
direction his administration would take is
beyond the scope of this chapter. What is
important here is that elected public officials
and political parties have begun to use tech-
niques and tactics in their governing strategies
that are normally associated with campaign-
ing. Polling has obviously been used by both
parties in the White House and in Congress,
but it goes beyond this one service to earned
media (i.e., press relations) and paid media
(i.e., television advertisements) strategies. For
instance, the Clinton administration broke new
ground in this respect when it ran television
ads during the budget battle of 1996 to try to
build public support for the President’s plan.
And it is the professional political consultant
who provides these services. After all, as Dick
Morris (1999: 75) has said, ‘Each day is election
day in modern America’.

THE FUTURE OF THE
PARTY–CONSULTANT RELATIONSHIP

Political consultants and political parties cur-
rently have a strong and close relationship, as
indicated by the fact that parties have hired
consultants in the past to provide services for
their own purposes and for those services
demanded by their clients, and that parties
recommend consultants to their candidates
looking for a specific kind of campaign assis-
tance. For a number of reasons, this relationship
is only likely to get stronger in the future. First,
consultants are here to stay as a means of pro-
viding technically sophisticated electioneering
services. Given the candidate-centered nature
of campaigns in the United States, candidates
will continue to build their own campaign
organizations that will be dominated by out-
side professionals. More importantly, however,
the consultant–party relationship will very
likely be affected in the future by the rules and
regulations concerning how campaigns are run,
and specifically the rules about how money can
be raised and spent in campaigns. 

The regulations pertaining to how money
can be raised and spent in campaigns have
impacted consultants’ influence in elections in
the past. The Federal Election Campaign Act
(FECA) and its amendments in the early 1970s
helped lay the groundwork for consultant
influence at that time. ‘These reforms set the
stage for [political action committees] to
become the major organized financiers of elec-
tion campaigns and drove candidates to rely
upon professional campaign consultants to
design direct mail fund-raising operations’
rather than look to the party for fundraising
help (Herrnson, 1988: 28). The party–consultants
relationship will also likely be affected by more
recent reforms relating to how money is raised
and spent in elections. 

The Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act of
2002 (BCRA) will dictate how candidates and
parties raise money in campaigns well into the
future.9 The most important aspect of the law
for the purposes of this discussion is that which
makes raising and spending of so-called soft
money by the national political parties illegal.
These were dollars that could be raised
and spent in an unlimited manner and did not
fall under the disclosure requirements of the
previous regulations. The relevant point here is
that the BCRA takes away a major financing
avenue that both major parties used very effec-
tively in the election cycles of the late 1990s
and early 2000s. In short, political parties have
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one less avenue for providing funds to their
candidates. 

In light of this, the consultant–party relation-
ship may get even closer in election cycles to
come.10 The BCRA may have created another
void in party power that consultants can step
in to fill. While the BCRA makes it illegal for
national parties to raise and spend soft money,
the law says nothing about non-profit or ‘issue
groups’ doing the same. As some observers
have already noticed, these groups ‘could not
be run by party committees or candidates, but
could be run by their former employees’ (Dart,
2002: 14A). And as outlined above, large num-
bers of current political consultants are former
party employees. Furthermore, the rules writ-
ten by the Federal Election Commission inter-
pret the law to apply to the ‘agents’ of parties
and candidates as well as the parties and can-
didates themselves. However, political consul-
tants are not included in the regulations as
being agents of parties or candidates. This may
create a scenario where political consultants
establish new fundraising entities that can
raise and spend the dollars that political
parties now may not. Incidents of this kind of
behavior are already evident. During the 2004
election cycle, the first to be governed by the
new BCRA rules, several new funding and
electioneering entities were launched to make
up for the loss of soft money at the national
party headquarters. These new groups were
typically established as so-called 527 groups –
groups that, because of their tax status, do not
have to register or report to the Federal
Election Commission, and are able to raise and
spend money in unlimited and unregulated
amounts. Many of the most prominent 527
groups in 2004, such as America Coming
Together, The Media Fund, and Progress for
America, had political consultants, former
party operatives, or campaign advisors leading
them. Thus, the same kind of changing envi-
ronment that brought consultants and parties
close together in the past may be appearing in
the current electoral context and may mean an
even more intimate relationship between these
two important electoral actors. 

In short, the relationship that political parties
have with political consultants is an important
one that can be beneficial to both actors.
Political consultants can cultivate and maintain
a business relationship and political parties are
assisted in working toward their main goal of
capturing and holding seats in government.
This relationship is one that has been driven not
by consultants trying to push parties to the side
of the campaigning process, but by changes in

the electioneering landscape that created a
demand for the services they provide. In turn,
consultants filled a void that was left by parties
(Dulio, 2004). ‘If candidates and issue groups
believed that their electoral needs could be
entirely served by political parties, then there
would be no market for a bevy of outside …
political consultants’ (Kolodny, 2000a: 110).

Today, consultants and parties both see a divi-
sion of labor in terms of the electioneering ser-
vices that are best performed by each actor.
They both describe outside consultants as being
better equipped to provide the services geared
toward message creation and delivery (e.g., tele-
vision ad production, direct mail creation, and
polling) and parties as better equipped to pro-
vide services that require more staff time and
resources (e.g., get-out-the-vote, opposition
research, and fundraising). There is also evi-
dence of a ‘party network’ in that party head-
quarters are a major training ground for private
consultants, and that parties look to these con-
sultants for help more than those who have no
prior history with the party organization. 

The party–consultant connection does not
end on election day, however. Consultants are
looked to for campaign advice between cam-
paigns as part of the obvious aspect of the ‘per-
manent campaign’, but they are also turned to
by the White House and the parties in Congress
for advice in battles over policy alternatives, as
evidenced by the presence of numerous cam-
paign consultants in the Clinton White House.
President George W. Bush has only continued
this trend. This important relationship is only
likely to get stronger in the wake of recent cam-
paign reforms that may create a changing elec-
toral environment that once again produces
a void that consultants will step in to fill. No
matter what the future campaign landscape
brings, however, political consultants will
inevitably be part of the picture, working along-
side parties to help them win elections.

NOTES

1. For examples of these types of criticisms,
see Sabato (1981), Petracca (1989), and
O’Shaughnessey (1990); for a less pessimistic
perspective on consultants’ role see, for instance,
Dulio (2004) or Nelson et al. (2002).

2. There is debate as to who the first true political
consultants were in the United States. Many cite
two individuals from California, Clem Whitaker
and Leone Baxter, who started the firm
Campaigns Inc. in 1933, as the first consultants.
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However, a better characterization of this duo is
as precursors to the modern consultants who
wage campaigns with technological sophistica-
tion and are specialists in certain areas of elec-
tioneering. See Dulio (2004) and Medvic (1997)
for more on this point.

3. The topic of consultants was not dealt with
specifically until 1981 and Larry Sabato’s impor-
tant work in The Rise of Political Consultants. There
were exceptions, of course, including Kelly (1956),
Nimmo (1970), Agranoff (1972), and Rosenbloom
(1973), but it was Sabato’s work that took on the
question of consultants’ role head-on. Recently,
however, there has been more attention paid to
consultants in the academic literature (for a
review of this literature, see Dulio, 2004).

4. This particular survey was conducted as part of
the ‘Improving Campaign Conduct’ project at
American University’s Center for Congressional
and Presidential Studies which was funded by The
Pew Charitable Trusts. See Dulio (2004: Appendices
1 and 2) for a detailed description of the survey.

5. These data are taken from a survey of party
staffers also conducted for the ‘Improving
Campaign Conduct’ project. See the full survey
report, entitled ‘The role of political consultants:
2002 election cycle’ at www.american.edu/ccps,
see also Dulio and Nelson (2005). A copy of the
survey can be obtained from the author. See
Kolodny (2000a) for data from another survey of
party elites that confirms this evidence.

6. Again, see Kolodny (2000a) for further evidence
of this phenomenon.

7. Coordinated expenditures are monies that politi-
cal parties may spend on behalf of their candidates
in coordination with those candidates’ campaigns.
These dollars are different from both soft money –
unlimited and unregulated dollars that parties
could spend for ‘party building’ purposes (raising
and spending these dollars at the federal level was
made illegal by the Bipartisan Campaign Reform
Act of 2002) – and independent expenditures –
also unlimited and unregulated funds parties can
spend in a race but without coordination with the
candidate’s campaign. See Kolodny (1998) for a
detailed account of coordinated expenditures and
their role in party strategy.

8. President George W. Bush did not follow his
predecessors in this regard. He hired long-time
direct mail consultant Karl Rove to be his chief
political advisor in the White House and put
him on the government payroll.

9. A full account of the BCRA and what its likely
effects on electioneering will be is beyond
the scope of this chapter. For a more complete
discussion, see Malbin (2003).

10. See Dulio (2004) for a more detailed discussion
on this point.
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INTRODUCTION: POLITICAL PARTIES
AND SOCIETY

Political parties provide the primary links
between society and the state in most contem-
porary democracies. However, until the turn of
the last century political parties were painted
in a very negative light, with most analysts
portraying them as self-interested factions that
interfered with potentially ‘purer’ forms of
representative democracy (Daalder, 1983: 3;
Sartori, 1976: 3–12). It was not until after World
War II that parties approached near-universal
acceptance as necessary, functional, and legiti-
mate democratic actors. However, as democ-
racy becomes the rule rather than the exception
world-wide, trust in political parties has
eroded. What is more, citizen attachments to
parties are on the decline both in advanced
industrial democracies and in the developing
world. Scholars have pointed to the diminish-
ing importance of parties, suggesting that the
citizen–party nexus has been cut (Dalton et al.,
1984; Lawson, 1988; Dalton, 1999: 65–6). The
cleavages that defined political parties for
most of the post-war period are much less
relevant. Further, cross-national survey data
show decreasing confidence in political par-
ties. While this is part of a more general decline
in confidence in political institutions, the low
esteem in which parties are held is of special
concern given their traditional roles as the
main interlocutors between the governed and

those who govern. Has our conception of
parties come full circle? Once again, are parties
to be considered the oligarchic expressions of
self-interested elites that get in the way of gov-
erning, or is this new attitude towards parties
simply a result of underlying social change,
which has transformed the qualitative, yet still
essential, roles that parties play?

This chapter asks where the study of
society–party connections has been, and where
it is going. Underlying this question is the
deeper issue of whether parties still perform
(or can reassume) the varied functions tradi-
tionally ascribed to them in modern democra-
cies, or whether a new interlocutor between
citizens and the state outside the traditional
party model might be on the horizon. The
chapter begins with an analysis of the earliest
literature dealing with society–party relations.
It analyzes the evolution in our understanding
of cleavages, from the generative cleavages
that emerged during the foundation of national
societies to those rooted in post-industrial
value change. In light of the deep changes
wrought by the fall of communist systems and
the birth of the ‘third way’, the essay then ana-
lyzes work which asks whether there is ‘a left
left’, and, assuming there is, how the left is
likely to look in the future. It then explores the
literature on so-called new parties, and closes
with a discussion of potentially fruitful
avenues for future research on society–party
connections. The chapter concludes that while
parties may be in decline (at least in terms of
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their traditional roles), the richness of the
literature on parties is not, and indeed, there
has been a convergence in theoretical work on
society–party relations in recent years.

FORMALISM IN THE STUDY
OF PARTIES

At the turn of the twentieth century, the study
of politics was virtually indistinguishable from
that of history. Political science (if it could be
described as such) was prescriptive, descrip-
tive and normative. Yet it is no coincidence that
it was in the study of parties that political
science initiated its long and contentious
divorce from history. The work of Michels and
Ostrogorski on political parties can arguably
be considered some of the first that are distin-
guishable from the descriptive, historical tradi-
tion (see Michels, 1959; Ostrogorski, 1964).
Nonetheless, neither hid their disdain for polit-
ical parties, which were viewed as overt and
negative manifestations of social conflict. What
is more, even when parties become an object of
study, theorists focused principally on party
structures and formal organizations (Michels,
1959; Duverger, 1954; Neuman, 1956). While
the role of society was implicit in terms of
speaking of the functions that political parties
performed, or the reality that ‘oligargarchies’
tended towards the domination of citizens, few
early studies explicitly addressed the connec-
tion between society and political parties.

Despite the dearth of explicit discussions of
the society–party connection in early political
science literature, the seeds of the focus and
methods used today were planted by important
precursors to modern theorists. First, in empir-
ical terms, Daalder traces the roots of the study
of the social bases of politics to Hume and his
distinction between ‘parties of interest vs. parties
of principle’. He also notes that, decades before
the development of the modern cleavage litera-
ture, traditional analyses spoke of party conflict
in terms of ‘town vs. country, church vs. anti-
clericals, one estate against another; and later of
classes which were thought to be inevitably in
conflict with one another’ (1983: 16).

SOCIAL CLEAVAGES AND
PARTY POLITICS

The modern study of the social origins of
parties is rooted in the notion that rather than

simple associations of interest, parties emerge
organically from deep-seated divisions within
society. An important normative shift also set
the stage for the more serious study of the
social bases of political parties. The late 19th
and early 20th century saw an evolution
towards a conception of parties as natural and
legitimate, especially with movements toward
mass suffrage expansion. Transformations in
the substantive and methodological bases of
political science also underwrote changes in
the study of parties. The two world wars, the
crisis of democracy in Europe, and particularly
the fruits of the Weimar Republic, drove home
the reality that the formalistic, institutionally
based and normative focus of the discipline
failed to capture the essence of politics.
Throughout the 1950s deeper questions about
the social basis of politics grew out of the
behavioral revolution. The advent of survey
research provided the tools to better under-
stand complex society–party relations, and to
more effectively advance and test arguments
connecting parties to social divisions.

While Lipset’s early work points out that
‘lower income groups vote mainly for the par-
ties of the Left, while the higher income groups
vote for parties of the Right’ (1960: 223–4) and
that ‘[i]n every democracy conflict among dif-
ferent groups is expressed through political
parties which basically represent a democratic
translation of class struggle’ (1960: 221), it is
really later work by Lipset and Rokkan that
provides the classic and most complete elabo-
ration of the connection between social cleav-
ages and political parties (Lipset and Rokkan,
1967; Rokkan, 1970, 1975). Based on a compar-
ative study of Western European countries,
these scholars argued that processes of early
national development and the industrial revo-
lution divided societies, and that the resulting
social cleavages became politicized in the form
of political parties with the advent of modern
democracy. In particular, they point to two
successive revolutions during Western Europe’s
long march to democracy: the national revolu-
tion and the industrial revolution. These revo-
lutions prompted four primary lines of
cleavage that shaped the development of
European party systems: center–periphery,
state–church, land–industry, and owner–
worker. What is more, they maintained that
party manifestations of these cleavages remain
relevant after the initial impetus for their for-
mation has disappeared, leading them to their
now famous assertion that ‘the party systems
of the 1960’s reflect with few but significant
exceptions the cleavage structures of the
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1920’s’ (Lipset and Rokkan, 1967: 50). Early
research in large part confirmed Lipset and
Rokkan’s findings. Rose and Urwin (1969,
1970) found remarkably consistent levels of
electoral support for parties born from the
cleavages explored by Lipset and Rokkan from
the end of World War II to the 1970s.

While the notion that cleavages can be frozen
remained an undercurrent in the literature on
society–party connections, scholars allowed for
variation among party systems based on the
particular constellation of cleavages within dif-
ferent countries (including language, ethnicity,
race) and whether or not these cleavages were
cross-cutting (that is to say, non-reinforcing) or
coincident (see Lipset, 1983). In general, cross-
cutting cleavages were said to tend toward the
formation of parties with more heterogeneous
bases, because differences among groups are
dampened by multiple loyalties and other
social characteristics that individuals share.
Dahl (1966: 378) cautioned against a simple
application of this theory, arguing that the
strength of the cleavage also determines the
type of party system that ultimately emerges as
cleavages become politicized.

While the literature on crisis and cleavages
developed primarily out of the Western
European and US experience, these ideas have
also been applied to the study of party devel-
opment in other places. Many early theories of
party system development (such as Duverger,
1954) had little application in the developing
world. However, Lipset and Rokkan’s general
contentions regarding the relationship of crisis
to party development were quite relevant.
LaPalombara and Weiner (1966) underscored
that crises of legitimacy, integration, and par-
ticipation and how they were handled by
emerging democracies were determinative in
defining the party systems of developing coun-
tries. They continued by arguing that these
crises are often telescoped, and that their
timing and sequencing were central to defin-
ing the nature of emerging party systems.
While replete with normative preferences for
two-party systems and biases tied to notions of
‘modernity’, this work is one of the first that
systematically applies theories developed out
of the Western European experience to non-
European areas.

Nonetheless, cleavage analysis was not
without its critics. Some suggested that the
cleavage literature tended toward sociological
reductionism by ignoring the multidimension-
ality of the determinants of citizen–party iden-
tification. Others pointed to problems with the
definition and measurement of concepts such

as social class and religiosity (Urwin, 1973).
Shamir’s (1984) time series analysis under-
scored that Lipset and Rokkan were mistaken
to contend that party systems had been frozen
in the first place, pointing to volatility during
the years on which their study was based. In
addition, Mair (1983) convincingly summa-
rized the many studies which showed a good
deal of electoral volatility beginning in the
1970s. Others noted that the treatment of polit-
ical parties as dependent variables in the cleav-
age literature created two sets of problems. In
normative terms, traditional cleavage analysis
removed the influence of the voter, by suggest-
ing that the determinants of party support
rested solely with voters’ characteristics, and
underplaying voter agency in electoral choice.
In empirical terms, the early cleavage literature
overlooked parties as independent variables,
whose activities also shaped society (Urwin,
1973: 195). Finally, the cleavage literature, and
particularly that which underscored freezing
in partisan structures, left theorists with little
capacity to explain change. It was precisely
party system change that prompted a shift in
the study of society–party relations, bringing
into question widely held notions about the
solidity of well-developed party systems.

Despite these criticisms and problems, cleav-
age analysis remains at the core of work on
party–society relations. Contrary to what its
most strident critics would suggest, this litera-
ture became quite nuanced as it developed, and
has been applied successfully to case studies in
new, transitional, and consolidated democracies.
Also, the substantial contribution of cleavage
analysis is evinced in how its concepts and ter-
minology continue to be used in contemporary
studies of democracy. For example, cleavages
remain at the heart of Inglehart’s (1997) analysis
of the materialist and post-materialist dimen-
sions of politics and at the core of Kitschelt’s
(1994, 1995) work on new parties and party
change. Indeed, cleavage analysis is inherently
useful because politics in modern societies is
fundamentally a struggle between different
groups seeking to obtain resources and to pro-
mote their values and visions for society. These
differences spur conflict, and parties have histor-
ically been best equipped to structure debate on
these conflicts and to negotiate the terms of
debate that lead to public policy decisions.

The language of cleavages has also seeped
into other areas of political inquiry beyond the
study of party development. Cleavage analysis
is central to Arend Lijphart’s (1977, 1980) work
on consociational government, where cleav-
ages such as religion, class, and language take
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center-stage. Finally, the tools of cleavage
analysis are used in work on democratic transi-
tion and consolidation, where scholars have ana-
lyzed the salience of democratic/authoritarian
and communist/post-communist cleavages
(although not in as satisfying detail as they
might, as noted below). 

Notwithstanding the continued usefulness of
the terminology and tools of cleavage analysis,
by the mid-1960s it was clear that the wide-
spread assumptions about Western political
parties that grew out of it were experiencing
fundamental change. First, in the United States,
a dramatic increase in the number of indepen-
dents in the 1960s and 1970s, and the later party
realignment of the South, raised questions con-
cerning the durability of the New Deal party
system and the cleavages that spawned it.
Theorists questioned whether these changes
signaled the simple realignment and dealign-
ment of the US party system, or were harbingers
of its decomposition. Voters were increasingly
independent, faction politics seemed to domi-
nate, and voters lacked the clear identification
with the issues that social cleavage analysis
would predict (Burnham, 1970, 1975).

Second, from the 1960s Western European
party systems were increasing volatile, with
the appearance of new parties. Most almost
immediately disappeared, but a substantial
number survived. However, the diversity of
party change across the continent made it diffi-
cult for theorists to systematically account for
it, suggesting that the core assumptions under-
lying cleavage analysis and party system freez-
ing were no longer valid. Once again, some
noted that the age of the party had perhaps
ended, and other modes of interest representa-
tion would prevail in post-industrial societies
(Lawson and Merkl, 1988b: 3).

Third, growing affluence in the post-war
period led theorists to predict an era of consen-
sus politics and an end to ideology. However,
the protest movements of the 1960s and 1970s
shook up politics, and were accompanied by
resurgence in ethnic and regional conflicts that
confounded predictions of partisan stability in
post-war politics. 

Finally, the 1970s and 1980s unexpectedly
ushered in a period where survey data and
voting behavior showed that traditional
assumptions about the connection between
social class and party identification had been
turned on their heads. The so-called ‘new
right’ emerged as a conservative counterattack
against the economic policies of traditional
welfare states, but also, and perhaps more
importantly, against the ‘new left’ which had

grown out of the social movements of the
1960s. The ‘new left’ was new in its adoption of
an increasingly ‘non-economic’ social agenda
during the 1960s and 1970s in addition to its
traditional orientation concerning social class
and the preferred role of the state. Abortion,
gender equality, gay rights, civil rights and
environmentalism increasingly emerged as
divisive issues that were more important than
the traditional economic and social class cleav-
ages that previously defined party politics.
However, not only the salience of these issues,
but also the kinds of party alignments they
produced within mass electorates, were novel.
Middle classes and highly educated profes-
sionals were more sympathetic to the social
agenda of the new left, while it was blue-collar
and lower-class voters who increasingly iden-
tified with the counterattack of the new right.
As a result of these changes it became increas-
ingly difficult to predict voter choice based on
traditional social divisions. Franklin et al.
(1992) found strong evidence that the analysis
of social cleavages was less and less a useful
tool to predict voter choice.

DEMOGRAPHIC SHIFTS, VALUE
CHANGE, AND POLITICAL PARTIES

During the 1980s these deep transformations
prompted scholars to reassess the connection
between social divisions and their party mani-
festations. While the language of cleavages
remained an implicit tool of analysis, a con-
sensus began to develop that the traditional
connection between cleavages and parties
(and primarily between social class and par-
tisan identification) needed to be reassessed.
Scholars began to analyze the sources of parti-
san change, and the consequences of partisan
change in terms of the overall role that parties
play in society.

With respect to the sources of change, scholars
advanced two major streams of analysis. One
viewed changes in partisan identification as a
result of post-war demographic shifts (and pri-
marily those produced by post-industrialism),
while the other interpreted party transforma-
tion as a result of value change. While there
is an analytical distinction between these
arguments, they are certainly complementary
and often overlap in their core assumptions
and modes of analysis. Indeed, many tie value
change to underlying demographic shifts.

The principal proponents of arguments based
on demographic change pointed to widespread
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affluence and dramatic shifts in the occupational
and social structures of advanced industrial-
ized societies to account for change in the
Western European and American party sys-
tems. They noted that previous analysts
(Lipset and Rokkan, 1967; Campbell et al., 1960;
Converse, 1976) were correct in underscoring
long-term and stable party alignments among
the electorate in the first decades following
World War II. However, Dalton et al. (1984: 8)
note that with the growth of affluence ‘[p]arti-
san change – rather than partisan stability’
became the ‘common pattern’ in advanced
industrial democracies. The result of these
changes was a trend toward the decomposition
of electoral alignments and the fragmentation
of the ‘socio-psychological bonds between
voters and parties’. As advanced industrialism
eroded traditional relationships and commu-
nity identification, interpersonal connections
and institutional attachments became more
fluid, with increased competition among com-
peting social networks that divided citizen
loyalties. These processes played out in the
decomposition of electoral alignments in
Western countries, which Dalton et al. argue is
evinced in the fractionalization and volatility of
party systems in the 1960s and 1970s.

Dalton et al. point to two principal potential
avenues of change for these ‘decomposed’
party systems. The first is realignment, where
there is a shift in the social bases underlying
particular parties and/or party coalitions. With
realignment, groups previously unaffiliated
with a partisan option choose one, or those
who have abandoned one party decide to asso-
ciate themselves with another. Such realign-
ments have been well accounted for in the
American literature, but they are also a funda-
mental feature of European politics (Key, 1959;
Butler and Stokes, 1974; Rose, 1974). The other
pattern for party systems in transition is one of
dealignment, which occurs when a significant
portion of the electorate dissociates itself from
traditional parties. Dealignment is a process
or an end stage, signifying either the fist stage
in an electoral realignment, or the decline of
political parties as the basic organizational
units of politics (Inglehart and Hochstein,
1972).

A related strain of the literature on party
transformation also recognizes post-industrial
demographic and social changes, but focuses
more on values and how value change results in
shifts in partisan alignments (Inglehart, 1977,
1997). Inglehart, the most influential analyst
of value change, argues that generational and
concomitant value change account for the

transformed social bases of parties. In particular,
he argues that those who came to age during the
post-war period did not experience the depriva-
tion, depressions and the economic scarcity of
their parents. This, along with enhanced educa-
tional opportunities, has transformed the fault
lines of European societies. Among younger
generations, who Inglehart contends have ‘post-
materialist’ values, there is less concern with
ideology and the economic role of the state, and
much more concern with non-economic social
issues such as abortion rights, equality, partici-
pation, the environment, and personal morality.
These issues have displaced the typical ‘old
politics’ that was important to the war genera-
tions, who had a ‘materialist’ orientation, and
were much more concerned with economic sta-
bility and growth, domestic order, and military
and social security. In essence, Inglehart argued
that class-based political polarization had been
replaced by value-based political polarization.
Inglehart’s formula helps account for the new
popularity of the ‘right’ among contemporary
working classes, where the materialist message
resonates more, better reflecting their value
orientations.

Inglehart has built a large edifice of theory
on the materialist–post-materialist distinc-
tion, with extensive analysis of cross-national
survey data, which has now been undertaken
in over 40 societies. Inglehart’s surveys, and
particularly those that apply to major European
countries, have consistently demonstrated a
trend towards post-materialism.

Flanagan underscores a different kind of
value change, though one could reasonably
consider it a subdimension of the larger issues
with which Inglehart deals (Inglehart, 1997:
122). In particular, he argues that along with
sociocultural and economic transformation has
come a decline in respect for authority, religion,
and the work ethic as they have traditionally
been understood (Flanagan, 1982). Traditional
values have in large part been replaced by
values more related to self-actualization – quality
of life, leisure activities, a tolerance for distinct
lifestyles, openness to new ideas, and non-
conformity. Also, Flanagan builds on this work
to more squarely criticize Inglehart’s argument
and elaborate a new theory of value-driven pol-
itics. Flanagan suggests that while he generally
shares many of the assumptions and findings
of Inglehart’s work, a reliance solely on an
analysis of the materialist–post-materialist dis-
tinction is insufficient. Flanagan introduces
another libertarian–authoritarian axis that dif-
ferentiates the new right from the old right,
arguing for what amounts to three sets of
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value orientations. His category ‘libertarian’ is
essentially the same as the one identified by
Inglehart as ‘post-materialist’. However, while
some of the ‘old right’ is simply materialist,
Flanagan contends that we must differentiate a
new and distinct cluster of values that differen-
tiates the old right – with its concern for strictly
material values – from the new right –
concerned with ‘security and order . . . respect
for authority, discipline and dutifulness, patrio-
tism’ and characterized by ‘intolerance for
minorities, conformity to customs, and support
for traditional religious and moral values’
(Inglehart and Flanagan, 1987: 1304).

Inglehart’s arguments and other analyses of
realignment and dealignment were not without
their critics. Clark and Dutt (1991) argued that
rising levels of unemployment actually con-
tributed to post-materialist values, a contention
at odds with Inglehart’s arguments. Others
took issue with the essence of Inglehart’s work,
challenging his interpretation of the phenomena
that led to an exploration of value change in the
first place. Several scholars questioned whether
dealignment has occurred in particular cases,
or, more seriously, whether dealignment is even
a real trend in broader terms. Keith et al. (1992)
contended that the rise of independent voting
in the United States was grossly overstated by
proponents of the dealignment argument, and
that most voters who identified themselves as
independents actually leaned strongly towards
one of the two established parties. Other schol-
ars similarly challenged claims about partisan
change in Europe (Mair, 1993; Bartolini and
Mair, 1990).

Irrespective of differing in interpretations of
their source, what do these changes mean for
the future role of parties in Western democra-
cies, and indeed, in new and developing
democracies? Scholars answer this question in
different ways, but three sets of responses tend
to predominate. First, parties have ceased to be
the dominant or most effective instruments of
interest representation. Second, the role of
ideology has been transformed, with conse-
quences for the nature of the connection
between societies and parties. Third, new sets
of parties, both in traditional democracies and
in new democracies, either play an increasing
role or have the potential to displace tradi-
tional parties.

Parties, society and representation

Transformations in the connections between
society and parties have led some scholars to

surmise that parties, given advancing technology,
changing loyalties, and social change, may
have become less than optimal agents of repre-
sentation. Lawson and Merkl (1988b: 3) sum it
up most directly by arguing that ‘it may be that
the institution of party is gradually disappear-
ing, slowly being replaced by new political
structures more suitable for the economic and
technological realities of twenty-first century
politics’. Scholars then suggest that neo-pluralist
or neo-corporatist forms of representation may
be the wave of the future. Indeed, for some, the
predominance of the individual, and citizen
capacity, trumps group representation alto-
gether. For example, Bartolini and Mair (2001:
333) find that ‘citizens have an apparent capa-
city for direct action and no longer seem reliant
on political mediation’. Schmitter (2001) argues
that parties have lost or abandoned their role
in interest representation and aggregation.
While parties continue to structure campaigns
and elections and maintain some symbolic
importance, they are much less imbedded in
the overall governing process and in interest
representation than they were in the past. This
is particularly the case in new democracies
where parties cannot rely on the habit of per-
forming traditional roles, and the legitimacy
that comes with time and success. Therefore,
parties in new and reconstituted democracies
must perform all of the standard functions
assumed by political parties and face the
simultaneous task of institutionalizing their
own organizations (Montero and Gunther,
2002: 3).

While parties’ social bases are less identifi-
able, their functions transformed, and a good
deal of party volatility exists, those who sound
the death knell of parties overstate their case.
Parties and other social organizations and forms
of interest representation can coexist. Parties can
take on varied and new functions, not necessar-
ily competing with other social organizations.
In addition, party organizations and party elites
have the capacity to respond and adapt to social
change, belying the image of parties as inflexi-
ble dinosaurs sometimes suggested in the liter-
ature. Indeed, scholarly consensus is emerging
that the literature on party decline and disap-
pearance was alarmist and inaccurate. In no
democracies have parties been displaced as the
major agents of interest representation. Several
studies also suggest that parties have actually
done a pretty good job of adapting to change,
assuming new roles that allow them to function
and often prosper (Tarrow, 1990; Aldrich, 1995).
Despite voter cynicism, dealignment, fractional-
ization, and instability in their ranks, parties
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continue to be central representative actors, and
will remain so.

Ideology, parties and society:
Is there a left left?

The fall of the Berlin Wall and the purported tri-
umph of market capitalism profoundly trans-
formed the left. Indeed, many scholars argued
that ideology itself had ceased to be significant
to the social bases of politics, a reality that
would eventually be reflected in party systems.
Across Europe, leftist parties have become less
ideological, more pluralistic, and have accepted
competitive markets as the key to growth.
Statism is on the decline and the patterns of
trade unionism and industrial production that
provided the social bases for left-wing parties
have been transformed. Lipset and Rokkan
long ago established the left–right cleavage as
the most important for understanding party
systems in Western democracies. With the
transformation of leftist politics around the
world, and with class no longer the primary
cleavage differentiating parties, the obvious
question is whether there is a left left.

While macro-political processes and the fall
of the Soviet Union certainly contributed to
the left’s transformed role, deeper social and
economic changes were also at play. Post-
industrialism, increasing affluence, and the
growth of the service and information econ-
omy eroded the left’s underlying social bases.
Indeed, Debray (1990: 26) notes that the ‘[l]eft
lost its coherent social base when it could no
longer define itself as the mouthpiece of the
“working masses”’. Therefore, the question of
whether there is a left left is intimately tied to
the debate on the significance of social class.

Clark and Lipset (1991) argue that social class
stratification has indeed weakened, resulting in
a shift in how politics is organized. In large part
echoing the arguments of Inglehart, they find
that other value-based issues have become
increasingly important. However, they also add
individualism, technological shifts, and changes
in the family and other sociocultural factors as
additional elements that have led to decline in
the importance of social class. They outline
how new forms of stratification have replaced
social class, and argue that indices of class
voting have decreased in all of the countries
they analyze.

Hout et al. (2001) disagree. They explore the
multiple declarations of an end to class politics
that have been advanced during the past thirty
years by post-materialist, functionalist, and

new social movements theorists. They argue
that while class structures have changed in the
post-industrial era, class stratification is an
enduring reality and new forms of inequality
will not simply replace or erase previous ones.
They specifically challenge Clark and Lipset
who, they contend, confound class and social
hierarchies. The simple reality that social hier-
archies are less salient does not translate into
the disappearance of class. Further, Hout et al.
argue that Clark and Lipset’s distinction
between manual and non-manual labor may
no longer be a valid way to conceptualize
social classes, and that they confuse debates
over class issues with the question of whether
class continues to be a determinant of voting
behavior. Hout et al. conclude that class contin-
ues to have an important impact on party pol-
itics, but that this influence varies across
contexts and over time. Indeed, they argue that
in some cases social class has actually become
more important. Weakliem (2001) adds to these
criticisms, contending that collapsing parties
into the categories of ‘left’ and ‘right’ (as is
usually done for convenience in studies of
class voting) ignores the significant ideological
differences that can exist between parties
lumped into the same categories.

In light of these realities, where do the par-
ties of the left stand in terms of their social
bases and electoral possibilities, irrespective of
the source of change? Eley (2002: 483) notes
that defeats and disappointments at the hands
of capitalism have led socialists to accept the
status quo and settle for the ‘more modest aims
of civilizing capitalism, stressing democracy,
social citizenship and rights at work’. Democracy
and the defense of civil rights, human rights
and the welfare state have become central con-
cerns for the left. In addition, though initially
overlooking the demands of new social move-
ments, socialist and social democratic parties
eventually reached out to them, and provided
an environment in which they could thrive.
Sasoon (1997) notes how the fall from favor of
the Keynesian and Marxist ideals that under-
wrote the left’s success have forced it into a
defensive position. Debray agrees, though he
maintains that the redefined left is best poised
to step in and defend the old left’s victories,
and by doing so, serve as an antidote to the
incivility and ethnic and religious strife that
capitalism in its current form has spawned. To
do so, however, it must abandon its utopian
pretensions, and develop socialism as a ‘moral
sense and a civil method’ (1990: 28).

Lipset argues that rather than disappearing,
European leftist parties are moving or have
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moved towards the development of a more
US-style, non-socialist model. According to
him, European economic and class structures
have come to ‘resemble those of the United
States’ (1997: 76). The advent of post-industrial
societies and concomitant decline in the size
and power of European labor movements have
undermined the class bases of politics. Lipset
analyzes changes in the social bases of politics
and their party consequences using an ‘apolitical’
Marxist lens. Fundamentally, he accepts that
social class and the structure of production
indeed determine ‘political superstructures’,
including political parties. While he recognizes
variations based on differences among cases, he
contends that we should view the European left
as becoming increasingly American. In country
after country, parties on the left have accepted
capitalism, and debates revolve around distribu-
tion of resources and ‘post-materialist’ political
issues rather than the essential structure of the
economy. ‘New social democrats’ and ‘third-
wayers’, for Lipset, are the quintessential
symbols of this transformation.

However, the extent of this Americanization
is questionable, and probably overstated. While
there are cross-regional commonalities that
respond to deep social changes across the devel-
oped world, the European and American left
differ profoundly in nature and character. First,
the American left has been less class-based,
much more centrist, and much less of a domi-
nant historical force than its European counter-
parts. Second, the American left is shaded by
the deep individualistic and libertarian char-
acter of American society, which contrasts
sharply with the egalitarian and communitar-
ian European left. Finally, in terms of concrete
expression of a new left agenda, European par-
liamentary, and usually multiparty, systems still
have more of an inherent capacity to allow for
the expression of a multidimensional left than
the hypermajoritarian US presidential system.
In short, elements of the traditional leftist tradi-
tion are likely to remain significant to Western
European party systems, and to counteract their
Americanization.

Rather than the left disappearing or simply
morphing into a more American-style left,
Sassoon (1997) points to a convergence between
traditional communist and socialist parties and
the social democratic left. This convergence
has also been accompanied by a more general
convergence between the left and the right in
terms of their core guiding principles, making
for more ‘centrist’ party systems. He traces this
convergence not just to value change, but also
to the universalizing forces of globalization,
the increasing homogeneity of electorates,

rapid communication, and the necessity to
present succinct and more universally accept-
able political messages in an era of sound-bite
politics.

Despite continuing ruminations, consensus
has emerged that there is, indeed, a ‘left left’,
but that its definition and its role have
changed. Nowhere in the major countries of
Western Europe is the left unelectable, and in
the late 1990s and early 2000s there has been
resurgence in the popularity of parties of the
left, with socialist or social democratic parties
assuming power in the UK, Sweden, Spain,
and Germany. What is more, while the utopian
ideals of eliminating capitalism and funda-
mentally transforming the social order have
been abandoned, leftist parties retain a central
commitment to defend past achievements, to
promote an agenda of social reform, and to
protect human and civil rights. Indeed, one
could argue that the left has successfully
adapted to change by pirating the agenda of
the so-called ‘new’ post-materialist parties
and, in essence, derailing the challenge they
were presumed to pose.

Society and new parties

The term ‘new parties’ is used in two principal
ways in the contemporary literature on party
systems, referring to both parties that emerged
after an authoritarian or totalitarian regime,
and those that emerged in long-established
democracies with the aim of displacing exist-
ing parties or breaking into the party system.
However, as other chapters in this volume
cover the emergence of political parties in the
wake of non-democratic regimes more explic-
itly, this chapter will focus primarily on new
parties in existing democracies. ‘New’ parties
are characterized as such for chronological
reasons, but also because their social bases do
not correspond to the traditional left–right
dimension of politics. Lane and Ersson (1991)
distinguish between ‘structurally’ based par-
ties which emerge out of traditional cleavage
dimensions and give rise to class-based, reli-
gious, regional or ethnic parties, and those that
emerge from ‘non-structural’ issues. There
is also an implicit and sometimes explicit
assumption that new parties emerge when
other parties fail to assimilate emerging popular
movements. Indeed, Lawson and Merkl’s
edited volume dealing with new parties is enti-
tled When Parties Fail (1988a). Parties based on
non-structural issue dimensions usually are
centered around one or a few national policies.
The environmentally oriented European Green
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parties represent a quintessentially ‘new’ party
movement, as do feminist parties and anti-
nuclear, anti-EU and anti-NATO parties.
Though the majority of new parties have
emerged on the left (either in its ‘new’ post-
materialist or ‘old’ materialist form), fascist
and extreme right-wing parties also fall under
the rubric of ‘new’ parties, as they address
issues that for some voters traditional parties
have ignored.

Theorists have advanced a number of expla-
nations for the emergence of new parties.
Smith (1989: 360) argues that partisan dealign-
ment and a marked decrease in party attach-
ments provide ‘windows of opportunity’ for
new parties to enter closed party systems.
Harmel and Robertson (1985) contend that
explanations for the emergence of new parties
take one of three forms: explanations based on
social factors (new cleavages or issues), political
factors (ideology, party behavior, the availabil-
ity of leaders, or the salience of new issues), or
structural factors (type of electoral system, the
freedom to organize, the extent of government
centralization, or whether the system is presi-
dential or parliamentary). They go on to test a
multiplicity of variables advanced by scholars
and find that the propensity to form new par-
ties is related strongly to sociocultural diver-
sity. They find that while there is little
relationship between structural variables and
the propensity to form new parties, the even-
tual success of new parties is related to the
permissiveness of the electoral system.

While most analyses of ‘new’ parties have
focused on the left, and particularly the post-
materialist left, new rightist parties have also
emerged across Western Europe. Kitschelt
(1995) employs a framework that mirrors his
previous treatment of the transformation of
social democratic parties (1994) to explain the
emergence of these ‘new’ extreme right parties,
rejecting the notion that they simply represent
the re-emergence of parties of the traditional
right. In explaining their emergence Kitschelt
argues that there has been a shift in the competi-
tive space of Western European party sys-
tems. While the well-worn left–right cleavage
dimension persists, superimposed upon it is a
‘libertarian–authoritarian’ divide. Competition
has shifted away from the purely economic
cleavage as the main axis of competition toward
the libertarian–authoritarian axis, providing
space for the emergence of new right-wing par-
ties. He does not argue that the class cleavage is
insignificant or has been completely displaced.
Rather, it has been combined with a new emerg-
ing cleavage that has transformed the competi-
tive space for political parties and the nature of

what have been traditionally understood as
‘left’ and ‘right’ politics.

Despite the quantity of literature devoted to
studying the emergence of new parties, scholars
question the existence and significance of the
phenomena as a symptom of fundamental
change. First, many point to the dearth of
durable new parties, underscoring the obsta-
cles to their emergence and subsistence even in
the face of dealignment and the decomposition
of established parties (Rose and Mackie, 1988;
Harmel and Robertson, 1985). Even parties that
overcome these obstacles are usually ephemeral
and have difficulty in entering the realm of
‘relevant’ parties.

Second, Mair (1991: 63) finds that while the
growth of ‘new parties’ has been a significant
and measurable trend in Western Europe, it
has probably been overstated. If anything,
Mair argues that ‘new’ small parties probably
have simply replaced ‘old’ small parties, mak-
ing for limited substantive effect on the overall
competitive dynamic of post-war European
party systems.

Finally, despite the widespread emergence of
new parties and predictions of profound elec-
toral realignment, the political expression of
underlying cleavage structures, though not
identical, remains strikingly similar to the past.
While social change, value change, and declin-
ing partisan attachments certainly have affected
party competition in Western democracies, vot-
ers frequently continue to identify with the same
‘political family’ of parties. For these scholars,
the oft-predicted ‘unfreezing’ of partisan align-
ments has yet to occur (Bartolini and Mair, 1990).

CONCLUSIONS: MULTIPLE AND
EXAGGERATED REPORTS OF DEATH

The relationship between society and parties is
characterized as much by change as continuity.
In terms of change, collective identities are
waning, and political preferences are more
individualized. The social bases of party sup-
port are more complex, and less predictably
aligned along the class cleavage. The meaning
of right and left has been transformed, with
important consequences for party competition.
However, the overall electoral balance between
parties of the ‘left’ and ‘right’ (however defined)
in Western democracies has not changed
much, and there has been little vote redistribu-
tion between the two major blocs. Major par-
ties have proven relatively resilient (with
the exception of Christian democratic parties)
and have often absorbed the post-materialist
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agendas of their new party competitors. What
is more, there is evidence that new parties
often simply inherit the supporters of old
parties that have disappeared.

While there remains disagreement in the liter-
ature with respect to the nature of society–party
connections, over the last ten years there has
also been a good deal of scholarly convergence.
Debates in the literature customarily began with
a death report of one kind or another. Parties
were declared irrelevant, social class pro-
nounced dead, cleavages said to have ceased to
be significant, or the left to have breathed its
last. Nonetheless, recent literature has been less
inclined toward strident death declarations, and
has better recognized the complex interaction of
the old with the new. There is a consensus in the
literature that social and economic changes
have transformed parties. However, scholars
also agree that parties continue to be the central
and most widely recognized agents of represen-
tation. Similarly, while cleavages and their party
manifestations are in flux, most scholars now
recognize that neither social class nor class
cleavages have ceased to be central organizing
concepts for understanding party systems.
While the meaning of the left may have been
transformed, leftist politics (perhaps defined
differently) is alive and well.

This convergence is certainly a positive
development. However, there are lacunae in
the literature. First, the literature on the rela-
tionship between society and parties is least
developed for new and transitional democra-
cies. Scholars must untangle whether and how
the assumptions and theoretical conclusions
developed for the USA and Western Europe
apply in the developing world. Inglehart
(1997: 7) argues with respect to value change,
and particularly post-materialist values, that
‘across many societies, once given processes are
set in motion, certain important changes are
likely to happen’. This statement smacks of the
teleologies that characterized developmentalist
literature in the 1950s and 1960s and seems to
assume that social and economic changes will
automatically lead to value change, and similar
partisan effects in the developing world. Is this
the case? Also, even without deep changes in
social class or levels of industrialization, we see
post-materialist values taking hold in the
developing world. Is this a result of social
change, or have post-materialist values taken
hold as the result of a contagion effect?

In addition to this theoretical concern, we
also lack cross-national empirical studies of
society–party relations in the developing
world. It is no surprise that most of this
chapter deals with European party systems,

which have been the primary object of theorizing.
There are a number of case studies that under-
score the transformation of society–party rela-
tions in particular or a few cases, and a
smattering of articles that assume that trans-
formations similar to those underway in the
USA and Western Europe are also taking place
in the developing world. However, with few
exceptions (see Mainwaring and Scully, 1995),
we still lack systematic cross-national and
cross-regional studies of these phenomena.
The literature is similarly underdeveloped
when it comes to the role of political parties in
democratic transitions. There is certainly more
written on the development of parties in post-
communist systems, including analyses of the
multidimensional interaction of pre- and post-
communist cleavages. However, while the cen-
trality of parties is always seen as important in
transitions from non-communist authoritarian
regimes, there is little comparative theorizing
on the precise role that parties play in structur-
ing social relations in processes of democratic
transition, democratic consolidation, or how
and whether authoritarian/democratic cleav-
ages assume significance following transitions –
Moreno (1999) is an exception. We must analyze
the longer-term effect of the new pro- and anti-
authoritarian cleavages that often emerge in
democratizing societies.

Second, theorists have dealt insufficiently
with parties as autonomous actors. Most of the
literature treats parties as dependent variables
that react to structural changes in economies
and social relations. While analysis of political
parties as dependent variables is certainly a
valid enterprise, parties are also independent
agents that frame issues and elaborate party
platforms, affecting how cleavages translate
into values, beliefs, and political behavior. This
is increasingly important with the advent of
mass, centralized, and professionally orches-
trated campaigning. On a related note, we
need better accounts of the differences between
deep value change and how short-term issues
cycle through the electorate with the help of
party advertising and publicity. For example,
in the United States to what extent does the
promotion of issues such as gay marriage, the
role of religion in society, and anti-immigration
rhetoric by the parties and candidates them-
selves help to set the political agenda that
shapes how political values develop, with
which party citizens identify, and how political
beliefs are expressed?

Finally, the literature on the society–party
nexus should do more to analyze internal party
processes. The most analyzed point of contact
between citizens and parties is in the voting
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booth. We have extensive studies of voting
behavior, but little on the other potential con-
nections between parties and citizens. Neither
individual connections nor those mediated
through other groups or the media are well
accounted for in the literature. Citizens interact
with party organizations, finance campaigns,
are influenced by party publicity, and poten-
tially play a role in the recruitment and selection
of candidates. To understand these complex
interactions, more serious study of internal
party processes is essential in order to uncover
the nuts and bolts of society–party relations
beyond simply measuring voting as the deter-
minative indicator of citizens’ ties to parties.
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Almost 50 years ago, in what has since become
one of the classic texts in political sociology,
S.M. Lipset (1960: 220) observed that ‘in every
modern democracy conflict among different
groups is expressed through political parties
which basically represent a “democratic trans-
lation of the class struggle.” … On a world
scale, the principal generalization which can be
made is that parties are primarily based on
either the lower classes or the middle and
upper classes.’ The notion of the class struggle
being democratically translated into politics is
compelling, and thanks to Lipset, it has since
remained part of the terms of reference of the
discipline.1 But of course this was not the only
social struggle that was being translated. As
Lipset went on to indicate in Political Man
(1960: 221), and as he later extensively elabo-
rated in his path-breaking work with Stein
Rokkan on European political development
(Lipset and Rokkan, 1967), religious, cultural
and regional struggles were also translated
into political divides, albeit less evenly and less
frequently than the struggle between classes.
Moreover, while class conflict proved the most
pervasive of the various social conflicts carried
through into the political realm, it was not
universal, even among the established democ-
racies, and it was translated with differing lev-
els of meaning and intensity. It scarcely figured
at the party political level in the Irish Republic,
for example, where, despite sometimes pro-
nounced class identities, the various attempts
to politicize class opposition were usually
drowned out by the overwhelming attention
that was paid to nationalist issues (Mair, 1992).
In the crucially formative election of 1918 in
Ireland, the Labour Party had stood aside to
allow the newly expanded electorate a clear

run in expressing support for the nationalist
movement, and thereafter the party had never
proved capable of moving away from the mar-
gins of the system. Nor did it translate into the
party political realm in the United States,
despite various social biases in the distribution
of partisan support between Democrats and
Republicans. Working-class support may have
proved crucial to building and maintaining the
postwar Democratic coalition (Hout et al.,
1999), but, in contrast to the majority of
European states, it never led to the mobiliza-
tion of a major socialist or social democratic
party (Lipset and Marks, 2000). In countries
such as the Netherlands and Switzerland,
where class conflict was successfully translated
into party political alternatives, it never suc-
ceeded in developing into the overriding
polarity, and was always vulnerable to the
challenge posed by the translation of other
divides. In France and Italy, by contrast, class
conflict not only proved one of the most domi-
nant sources of political opposition, but also
one of the most radicalized and intense, with
communist parties quickly gaining the upper
hand in the contest to represent the interests of
the organized working class. 

In practice, then, what might be seen as a
fairly simple and straightforward process – the
translation of social conflict into political and
party alternatives – turns out to be quite fraught
and complex. There is nothing automatic at
work here, and while conflicts are sometimes
translated into partisan divides, at other times
and in other places they are not, or only par-
tially so. Class divides are usually translated
into politics, but, as we have seen, this is not
always the case, and not always in the same
way. Religious divides are also sometimes
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translated, but not in all circumstances, and not
always with the same intensity. Gender divides,
however important at the level of society, have
scarcely been translated at all.

What accounts for this variation? To a large
degree, as Sartori (1990) has emphasized in an
assessment of Lipset and Rokkan’s approach to
voter alignments, it depends on the actual trans-
lator, or, as he then put it, on ‘the persuader’. In
other words, the social conditions that are even-
tually translated into party politics should be
seen as the necessary facilitating conditions,
while the primary agency that is at work is the
party – or other organization – that intervenes to
politicize those conditions. ‘To put it bluntly’,
argues Sartori (1990: 169), ‘it is not the objective
class (class conditions) that creates the party, but
the party that creates the “subjective” class
(class consciousness) … [W]henever parties
reflect social classes, this signifies more about
the party end than about the class end of the
interaction’. In part, then, it is supply that
makes for demand. Of course the same is also
true for other divisions. It was the churches and
their affiliated organizations that helped to
translate religious divisions into electoral align-
ments, for example, even though the political
parties that grew to prominence during this
mobilization process soon developed their own
momentum and outpaced the intentions of their
original founders. As Kalyvas (1996: 257) has
concluded: ‘Confessional parties were not the
historically predetermined and automatic
reflection of preexisting identities and conflicts,
nor were they the emanation of structural, eco-
nomic, or political modernization. They were
instead a contingent outcome of the struggle
among various organizations facing a multitude
of challenges under tight constraints.’ In short,
the shift from society to politics is determined at
least in part by the active intervention of politi-
cal forces in the society.2

Much of the writing on cleavages – whether
they are seen as social, political, or cultural –
has tended to neglect this dynamic perspec-
tive. In some cases, cleavages are treated as if
they were the more or less natural outgrowth
of social stratification. If there are divides in
the society, it is these which are seen to explain
the presence of parties and politics; and if these
divides then change, such that old lines of
stratification fade away, and new ones emerge
to take their place, this inevitably leads to the
eclipse of one set of parties and to the emer-
gence and growth of others. Political change in
this sense is to be explained by social change,
and in this way we acquire what Sartori (1990)
refers to as a deterministic ‘sociology of poli-
tics’. In other and more recent approaches,

cleavages are assumed to be about belief
systems, with traditional social structural
divides such as classs or religion being seen to
erode, only to be replaced by something that is
built almost exclusively on preferences, mind-
sets, or ‘values’ (see especially Flanagan, 1987;
Inglehart, 1990; Kriesi, 1998), and that has few
if any relevant social correlates. In the one
approach, norms and beliefs are not seen to be
important; in the other, social structure counts
for little. 

It is evident that neither of these two alter-
natives is wholly satisfactory. The notion of
value-free religious mobilization, for example,
is clearly a contradiction in terms. The notion
of a value-free class conflict is also difficult to
conceive. Even the most dyed-in-the-wool
workers’ movements that mobilized in the
early years of mass politics could hardly be
seen in this way. Indeed, whether its demands
were couched within a frame that emphasized
the rights of workers and the need for social
justice, or whether they were seen to prefigure
the inauguration of a classless society, the pol-
itics of this particular social structural divide
was inevitably held together by a strong sense
of collective solidarity and by a firm commit-
ment to a more or less shared ideology. On the
other side, it is also difficult to think of a cleav-
age being built exclusively on values. Even if we
were to regard the materialist–postmaterialist
divide as a real cleavage, for example, we
could hardly avoid recognizing that the values
on the latter side of that divide have been
most commonly espoused by younger, better-
educated, and reasonably prosperous citizens:
Green parties attract fewer votes in underclass
ghettos.

In reality, both social structure and values
play a role in all cleavages, even if in one case
it is the values which carry the greater weight,
and in another the social structure. This is also
the conclusion that is reached by Knutsen and
Scarbrough (1995: 519) in their authoritative
review of both the evidence and the literature:
‘The structural basis of political conflict, rather
than being eroded, appears quite resilient … At
the same time, we should note that the impact
of structural variables is less significant, and
the independent impact of value orientations
more significant, than is implied by the cleav-
age model.’ This also depends, of course, on
how the different elements are measured, and
with what degree of accuracy. Knutsen and
Scarbrough (1995: 519) also note, for example,
that ‘the significance of value orientations has
grown over the period 1973–90’ – but, lacking
the necessary instruments, neither they nor
any one else can measure the real weight of
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value orientations when mass politics was first
mobilized at the beginning of the twentieth
century, or even when it became consolidated
in the 1950s and 1960s. The fact that it is only
social structure that can be measured in earlier
periods does not mean that it is only social
structure which then mattered.

But however important social structure and
values may be for our understanding of cleav-
ages, there is also something extra involved, and
that is organization. Divisions may exist within
the society, and these, in turn, may be associated
with particular values or identities, but this does
not necessarily mean that they will all become
politically relevant. This is the key point which
Sartori (1990) underlines in his reference to the
importance of translation and persuasion, and it
is also the point which Schattschneider (1983:
69) makes when he speaks of some issues – and
we might well add some identities or some
values – being organized into politics while
others are organized out. In other words, the
shift from society to politics occurs when a par-
ticular social divide becomes associated with a
particular set of values or identities, and when
this is then brought into the political world, and
made politically relevant, by means of an orga-
nized party or group. But although these three
elements can easily be distinguished from one
another at the analytic level, in practice they are
heavily interdependent. It is the shared social
experiences that allow for the emergence of a
collective sense of identity and a common value
system; and it is the effect of organizational
intervention, or persuasion, that helps to consol-
idate that identity and make it relevant to
politics. In some cases, a formal political organi-
zation is scarcely required, since the social group
is already very cohesive, and is bound together
by a network of other, non-political organiza-
tions; in other cases, the identity is scarcely
expressed until prompted by a group of entre-
preneurial political leaders.3

In other words, and as was first outlined in an
earlier analysis of the stabilization of European
electorates (see Bartolini and Mair, 1990: 212–49;
see also Bartolini, 2000: 15–24, and Gallagher
et al., 2005: 264–72), cleavages have three distinct
characteristics. In the first place, a cleavage
involves a social division that distinguishes
between groups of people on the basis of key
social-structural characteristics such as status,
religion, or ethnicity. A cleavage is therefore
grounded in a distinct social reality. Second,
there must be a clear sense of collective identity
involved, in the sense that the groups on which
the cleavage is grounded must be aware of their
shared identity and interest as farmers, workers,
Catholics, or whatever. Among women, for

example, it was the long-term absence of such a
collective identity that constituted one of the
major obstacles to the successful political mobi-
lization of a gender cleavage. Third, a cleavage
must find organizational expression, whether
through a political party, a trade union, a church,
or some other body. Each of these elements is an
essential part of a cleavage, and it is here that the
approach developed by Bartolini and Mair
(1990: 211–20) differs from much of the other
traditional work in this field. In many treatments,
for example, the notion of cleavage is qualified,
such that reference is made to ‘political cleav-
ages’, to ‘social cleavages’ or to ‘value cleavages’,
and so on, in a way that suggests that the differ-
ent components can be separated out from one
another and used to define different types of
cleavage. In fact, such efforts at disaggregation
simply lead to conceptual confusion, for there is
almost nothing in a so-called political cleavage,
for example, that is different from a political con-
flict or divide, and hence nothing that demands
the use of the term ‘cleavage’. It is equally
impossible to distinguish the notion of a so-
called ‘social cleavage’ from the notion of ‘social
stratification’, and hence here too there is no real
added value in the term ‘cleavage’. By contrast,
when the concept of cleavage is restricted to
those phenomena in which social reality, identity
and organization combine and interact with one
another, we then bring it back to a consideration
of those fundamental divides that have shaped
the parties and the party systems of contempo-
rary Europe, and that have been so ably theo-
rized by Lipset and Rokkan (1967; see also
Rokkan, 1970, 1999). 

This also serves to emphasize one additional
property of cleavages: they are deep structural
divides that persist through time and through
generations. They persist for a variety of
reasons. In the first place, they persist because
the interests that are involved remain relevant,
and the groups that are involved retain their
sense of collective identity. Second, they persist
because alternative political identities are only
likely to be mobilized when large numbers of
new votes become incorporated into the politi-
cal system, and this process came to an end
with universal suffrage. Third, the rules of the
game – the form of electoral system, the struc-
ture of the parliamentary system, the institu-
tional set-up more generally – tend to favour
the persistence of the parties that devised the
rules in the first place, and hence also favour
the persistence of the cleavages on which these
parties have been built. Finally, they persist
because they continue to be organized into pol-
itics by parties that seek to survive by control-
ling the terms of reference of political conflict
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and by narrowing down their electoral markets:
as Schattschneider (1983: 66) once noted, ‘the
definition of the alternatives is the supreme
instrument of power’. 

In this context it is also revealing to recall that
in Lipset and Rokkan’s comparative analysis of
four centuries of political developments in
Europe they note the existence of just four core
cleavages – the Church–State cleavage, the
center–periphery cleavage, the primary–
secondary economy cleavage, and the owner–
worker cleavage. To be sure, this long period
was also marked by innumerable other divides
between political actors and parties; but it was
not marked by innumerable cleavages. On the
contrary, as Flora (1999: 7) notes in his evalua-
tion of Rokkan’s general theory, these are ‘fun-
damental oppositions … which stand out from
the multiplicity of [other] conflicts rooted in
social structure’. When talking about cleavages,
therefore, we are talking about the elementary
building blocks of modern democratic develop-
ment, and there are plenty of different terms
that can then be used for the many other more
tangential, peripheral, or short-term divides
that play a role in contemporary politics. 

Even building blocks can decay, however,
and precisely because a cleavage is constituted
by three components, it can come under stress
for a variety of different reasons. In one case,
social change can result in the gradual erosion
of the social reality underpinning the cleavage,
such as when modernization and urbanization
ate away at the traditional social base of the
Scandinavian agrarian parties, forcing them to
become more catch-all centre parties in an
effort to maintain their positions within their
respective party systems. In another case, the
cleavage can decay when the sense of collec-
tive identity begins to fragment, and when
interests are no longer seen to be shared. In yet
other cases, the cleavage can decay because the
organizations which shape it develop an ambi-
tion for more expansive political strategies,
and no longer foster a reliance on traditional
heartlands. What rarely seems to happen in
contemporary politics, however, is the whole-
sale substitution of a cleavage, such that one
fading alignment is replaced by another emerg-
ing divide. At most, the evidence seems to
point towards dealignment, in which weakening
cleavages give way to non-structured elec-
torates, and in which the powerful and stabi-
lizing combination of social stratification,
collective identity and organized expression
yields to the emergence of more volatile indi-
vidualized or particularized sets of prefer-
ences. Alternatively, where a new politics does

look like it is gaining ground, as might be seen
to be the case with the mobilization of Green
parties, on the one hand, or right-wing pop-
ulist parties, on the other, the effect seems often
short-lived and the challenge seems capable of
adaptation. Finally, it is also striking to note
how new issues and new concerns can some-
times breathe life into what had been an other-
wise dormant cleavage, as was the case, for
example, when the European issue seemed to
reinvigorate the once highly salient centre–
periphery cleavage in Norway. 

When cleavages do decay, this is usually
manifest in increasing levels of aggregate elec-
toral instability – voters become more inclined
to shift between parties and to cross cleavage
boundaries, and their behaviour may therefore
become less predictable and more random. As
has been argued elsewhere, however (Bartolini
and Mair, 1990; Mair, 2001), electoral volatility
as such does not necessarily indicate cleavage
decline. Rather, it is important to note the type
of volatility that is involved, and its location
within the party system. Shifts of votes
between friends, or between cleavage allies,
are in this sense less important than shifts of
votes between enemies, for while both may
indicate a weakening of the hold of individ-
ual party organizations, it is shifts between
enemies which are more likely to indicate a
weakening of the hold of cleavages. Shifts in
aggregate electoral support from social democ-
ratic parties to communist parties in the early
years of the twentieth century, or from commu-
nist parties back to social democratic parties at
the century’s close are clearly of relevance to
our understanding of party systems and how
they change, but they tell us little about the
degree of cleavage closure. Similarly, shifts
from one Protestant party to another in the
Netherlands, or from one bourgeois party to
another in France, may impact little on the
overall cleavage structure, but they may well
have a major impact on how the parties com-
pete with one another. For this reason it is
important to distinguish between overall
levels of instability or volatility in the system,
on the one hand, and levels of inter-area or
inter-block volatility as given by the different
cleavages structures, on the other (Mair, 1983:
408–14; Bartolini and Mair, 1990: 41–6). As
more than a century of mass politics has
shown, voters are much more willing to cross
the boundaries separating individual political
parties than they are to cross the lines of cleav-
age. Hence, while parties have come and gone,
cleavages have tended to persist. This is also
why cleavages are important.
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NOTES

1. As Lipset (1960: 220, n.1) acknowledged, the
term was actually adapted from the title of a
book by Dewey Anderson and Percy Davidson,
Ballots and the Democratic Class Struggle (1943),
described by Lipset as being among ‘the first
American classics of the political-behavior field’. 

2. This emphasis on the role of agency is also charac-
teristic of the more recent literature on democrati-
zation (Kitschelt, 1992; Doorenspleet, 2005: 2–8), a
field in which there has also been an attempt to
move beyond the social-structural determinants
that were originally emphasized by Lipset (1959). 

3. See, for example, the interesting contrast in
patterns of nationalist political mobilization in
Northern Ireland and Scotland that is noted by
McAllister (1981).
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Social capital and political parties seem like
natural compatriots. Both involve gathering
people together for a common purpose. Parties
organize people to win elections. Social capital
is all about bringing people together for any
number of purposes. Surely forging campaigns
and winning elections falls under this general
rubric. 

Putnam (1993: 171) argues that social capital
reflects ‘norms of reciprocity and networks of
civic engagement’. Participation in political
party activity, like social capital more generally,
has been in decline over the past four decades
(Putnam, 2000: 37–45; Seyd and Whiteley, 2002:
88). The linkage seems straightforward, but the
notion of social capital proves to be a catch-all
for all types of norms, values, and social con-
nections. We need to unpack the concept to see
whether parties really represent social capital.
Despite the initial impression that political par-
ties are one form of social capital – and the links
forged in some of the literature between the
two (Putnam, 2000: 37–45; Andersen and
Young, 2000; Weinstein, 1999) – there is reason
to be skeptical of the connection.

Social capital matters, Putnam and others
argue, because it brings people together to
solve common problems. Many forms of civic
engagement, from joining choral societies and
bowling leagues to informal social ties such as
picnics, bring people together for reasons unre-
lated to civic life. People do not join bowling
leagues to become better citizens. However,
Putnam (1993, 2000) argues that membership
in voluntary associations and informal social
connections can lead people to trust each other,
to discuss issues of community concern, and

to band together for collective action. In
this sense, some forms of social interaction –
bridging ‘social capital’, which links us to
people who are different from ourselves
(Putnam, 2000: 22) – are ‘best’. Bridging social
capital creates bonds across ethnic and class
lines and ‘can generate broader identities and
reciprocity, whereas bonding social capital
[connecting us to people like ourselves] bol-
sters our narrower selves’ (Putnam, 2000: 23).
For Putnam, however, almost all forms of
social interaction help people get together to
take collective action. The decline in social
capital – in membership in voluntary associa-
tions, in informal socializing, in trust in other
people, and (of course) in participation in
political parties – is worrisome. Americans no
longer connect to each other, they trust each
other less, and our social and political life has
become more contentious.

The linkage of parties and social capital, I
argue, is misplaced. To show this, I must first
unpack the notion of social capital. Briefly, my
argument is threefold. First, the social connec-
tions part of social capital presumes that people
interact with each other in voluntary organiza-
tions and that these ties bring people together.
Yet, the evidence we have on members of major
political parties – parties primarily concerned
with winning office – suggests that: most
members do very little for the party and may
largely be ‘checkbook’ members; and when
members do attend party meetings, they rarely
socialize with each other. Across nations, there is
little connection between joining voluntary asso-
ciations and membership in political parties. In
the American states, there is little connection
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between the strength of party organizations
and membership in voluntary organizations.
Political parties are essentially elite institutions
devoted to winning elections and governing.
They do have members, but widespread partici-
pation in party governance would effectively
destroy the ability of parties to win elections and
formulate policy. Michels (1963) recognized this
over a century ago and Schattschneider (1941)
reiterated the argument six decades ago.

Second, the nostalgia for an era of widespread
participation in parties may be misplaced. There
may be less participation in party organizations
now than in the past, but conjuring up a picture
of a bygone era when hordes of citizens were
involved in party work is an exercise in fantasy.
Perhaps 40 years ago – or a century ago – more
people participated in voluntary organizations
(at least in the United States). Yet, even then, the
share of people who worked for parties was tiny.
And there is little evidence that participation
was widespread elsewhere. Yes, some parties
have extensive member participation. But these
tend to be minor parties more focused on elabo-
rating policy goals than on winning offices
(Strøm, 1990). When a party such as the Greens
in Germany (and other European countries)
decides to enter a government as a coalition
partner, it must shift its focus away from wide-
spread citizen participation toward more cen-
tralized control and moderate positions on
issues.

Finally, and perhaps most critically, the idea
that people would get together in voluntary
associations and develop trust in their fellow
citizens is questionable. The notion that people
might get together in political parties and
develop faith in people of different back-
grounds is not tenable. As there are different
types of social capital more generally, so there
are different types of trust (Uslaner, 2002:
Chapter 2). Here I only need distinguish
between generalized and particularized trust. The
former is faith in strangers, in people who may
be different from yourself. It is not based upon
adult experiences, such as joining voluntary
associations (much less political parties). Rather,
you learn it early in life from your family.

Generalized trust reflects an optimistic
world-view. Even if you could learn it as an
adult from various forms of civic engagement,
there are two key obstacles to doing so: First,
most people spend little time in any voluntary
organization, at best a few hours a week. This
will hardly suffice to make people more (or less)
trusting in their fellow citizens (Newton, 1997:
579). Second, we are simply unlikely to meet
people who are different from ourselves in our

civic life. Now, choral societies and bird-watching
groups – two of the groups that Putnam (1993)
found so central to civic life in Italy – will hardly
destroy trust. And there is nothing wrong with
such narrow groups. They bring lots of joy to
their members and don’t harm anybody. But
they are poor candidates for creating general-
ized trust (Rosenblum, 1998). Political party
activity is not as benign as membership in bird-
watching societies. The whole purpose of join-
ing a political party is to interact with people
who share your values. So party membership is
likely to enhance particularized (in-group) trust
at the expense of out-group trust.

PARTIES AND GROUP MEMBERSHIP

Putnam (2000: 37–45) treats political parties like
any other voluntary organization. Weinstein
(1999) and Andersen and Young (2000) make a
more explicit linkage between political parties
and social capital. Both posit an indirect rather
than direct linkage. Neither claims that parties
themselves are traditional voluntary associa-
tions that bring people together. Weinstein
argues that party mobilization leads to greater
political participation, a thesis in political
behavior that long pre-dates the concern about
social capital. He demonstrates that aggre-
gated levels of party contact in the American
states strongly affect participation rates. He
also shows that party mobilization has a power-
ful effect on a combined measure of commu-
nity organizational life (group membership,
serving as an officer in a club, attending club
meetings) and informal socializing (visiting
friends and entertaining people at home). The
connection between party mobilization and
turnout is not at all surprising. We have long
known that party mobilization and the face-to-
face contact it brings can have a powerful effect
on turnout (Gosnell, 1927; Gerber and Green,
2000; Rosenstone and Hansen, 2003: 89–90).
The link with organizational life is new (see
below) and is worthy of further concern. So is
the connection with informal socializing. This
relationship is curious: Why should contact
with a party worker make me more likely to
hold a dinner party or visit a friend’s house?

The Andersen–Young argument links politi-
cal party organizations to voluntary associa-
tions in the United States. Andersen and Young
argue that parties have built their organiza-
tions by mobilizing existing groups, such as
ethnic, labor, church, teachers, business, and
farm associations as well as volunteer fire
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companies. Wheat farmers played a key role in
establishing political parties in Canada and the
United States, the Saskatchewan branch of the
Canadian Cooperative Foundation and North
Dakota’s Non-Partisan League (Lipset, 1968:
259–61). Andersen and Young (2000: 8–10) also
summarize surveys of party leaders in American
communities and delegates to party conven-
tions; they find that most were also active in
civic organizations.

The modern party has retained its ties to
other voluntary organizations. Political parties
sponsor sports clubs and professional teams,
as well as other social groups. In Israel, most of
the major banks were initially established by
unions or religious organizations affiliated
with political parties. Today there are far fewer
face-to-face ties between the party and the citi-
zen than in the past. Parties now develop ties
with advocacy organizations that place little
emphasis on direct contact with citizens and
are more concerned with raising funds for
campaigns. Putnam (2000: 40) argues: ‘While
membership in a political club was cut in half
between 1967 and 1987, the fraction of the
public that contributed to a political campaign

nearly doubled.’ Party contact with voters has
fallen dramatically over time (see Figure 31.1
for the trend in the American National Election
Study, showing a powerful downward trend
with a strong fit, r2 = 0.587). Rosenstone and
Hansen link this decline to falling turnout.
And Putnam (2000: 45) points to a 42 % decline
in the share of Americans who report working
for a political party from 1973 to 1994. Most
European parties lost members from the 1980s
to the 1990s (Ware, 1996: 73). There were much
sharper declines over a longer time frame in
Denmark (Bille, 1994: 137) and the Netherlands
(Koole, 1994: 287); and in a shorter period
(1990 to 1999) for the British Labour Party
(Seyd and Whiteley, 2002: 88).

The portrait drawn by Putnam and by
Andersen and Young is one of dedicated party
workers serving their communities and mobi-
lizing voters. It is a sign of social capital at
work. Yet, it is an exaggeration of the role of
party members in politics. Seyd and Whiteley
(2002: 88, 118–19) found that for most Labour
Party members in Great Britain the party
was little more than a ‘checkbook’ organization,
or what Putnam (2000: 32) called a ‘tertiary’
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organization. Members contributed money
(64% of Labour members did in 1999) and dis-
played campaign posters (90%), but fewer than
half of the members delivered party leaflets or
even reminded others to vote. And fewer than
a quarter of members helped with mailings, can-
vassed door-to-door, raised money from others,
or drove voters to the polls. Only 10 percent
participated in phone banks, ran street stalls,
or attended vote counting. By the late 1990s, 65
percent of Labour Party members devoted no
time at all to party activities and 75 percent
said that they were not at all active or not very
active. The story is similar in Italy, where ‘ordi-
nary members [have] little contact with the
party’s organization and scarcely participat[e]
in any of its activities’ (Bardi and Morlino,
1994: 255).

The modern party member gets involved in
politics much in the same way that people who
belong to groups such as Common Cause or
many environmental organizations (from the
National Wildlife Federation to Greenpeace).
They come for the program (or for Labour, the
programme), not for the social interaction
(Seyd and Whiteley, 1992: 212–17; Rothenberg,
1992). Even among the more highly committed
German Greens, only 20 percent of party
members in Frankfurt attended meetings in
the early 1980s (Kitschelt, 1989: 152).

Perhaps, as Putnam (1993: 115) argues,
people join the party for ideological reasons,
but develop social ties and a cooperative spirit
as a ‘by-product’ of their membership. Party
organizations once offered opportunities for
social interactions in the United States and
Europe. British, American, and German local
party organizations in the early 20th century
were often more social clubs than ideological
forums; people gathered together to play
snooker, drink beer, and collect stamps, rather
than discuss the issues of the day. These clubs
were not very effective in getting people to per-
form real party work. The ‘recreational’ activi-
ties led to ‘an apolitical culture within the
organization’ (Ware, 1992: 83). By the mid-20th
century, young people deserted party organiza-
tions for singles bars for their social lives. The
people who continued to congregate in party
organizations often had little time for or inter-
est in socializing (Ware, 1992: 81–5; Scarrow,
1996: 190–1). In his study of political reform
clubs in New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles
in the 1950s and early 1960s, James Q. Wilson
(1962: 167–8) recounted what one Los Angeles
leader told him: ‘The club movement is not basi-
cally a social movement . . . My social friends are
not in the clubs. I don’t go to the homes of the
people I know in the clubs and they don’t come

to mine.’ Club meetings, Wilson (1962: 168)
argued, were ‘long and often dull in the
extreme, with a seemingly endless agenda and
interminable speakers’.

Seyd and Whiteley (2002: 98) found that a
bare majority of Labour Party members who
were not at all active (40 percent of the sample)
thought membership was a good way to meet
‘interesting people’; 75 percent of active and 84
percent of very active party members agreed
that party membership helps establish social
ties, but active members constitute just 25 per-
cent of party members. Meetings of strongly
ideological parties in Europe often degenerated
into hostile debates between the in-group clique
and new members who might not be as strongly
committed, driving out all but the most dedi-
cated (Ware, 1992: 82; Kitschelt, 1989: 126–7).

It is hardly surprising to find that the most
active party members find friends in the organi-
zation. It also makes sense that these strong
activists take an active role in other organiza-
tions. They are, after all, the most dedicated par-
tisans. Are party members more likely to be civic
activists more generally? The 1996 American
National Election Study asked about member-
ship in parties, labor unions, and other groups
(business, veterans, church, other religious,
elderly, women’s, political, civic, ideological,
children, hobby, community, fraternal, service,
educational, cultural, and self-help). There was
a moderate correlation (r = 0.198) between
membership in parties and political groups, and
modest correlations with service and cultural
groups (0.13 each). All of the other groups had
correlations of 0.10 or less (seven had correlations
less than 0.05, including ideological groups). The
‘civic activists’ who belonged to both parties and
either service or cultural groups comprised just
1.56 percent of the total sample. Overall, then,
joining a party in the United States does not lead
to greater civic activism, except among a small
handful of people.

Nor is there evidence that strong party orga-
nizations lead to a more civic environment.
Mayhew (1986) classified the American states
according to the strength of their political party
organizations, ranging from the very powerful
‘traditional party organizations’ (high ‘TPO’
scores) in the industrial states to the much
weaker parties (especially in the West). Do
states with stronger party organizations also
have a more vibrant civic life? Figures 31.2 and
31.3 suggest not. There is a weak negative cor-
relation between party organization strength
and Putnam’s state-level measure of social
capital (r = −0.293) from Bowling Alone (Putnam,
2000) and his more specific measure of civic
group membership in the states (r = −0.158).
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States with strong party organizations have
lower social capital.

The United States is hardly typical, so I turn
to the World Values Surveys. Here we see much
stronger correlations between party member-
ship and participation in other voluntary
organizations (ranging from r = 0.248 for
church membership to 0.427 for environmental
organizations, with unions, and charitable,
sports, arts, professional groups in between).
These are much more powerful correlations
(especially since they are based on more than
150,000 cases). They warrant further analysis, so
I aggregated the membership scores by country.
I excluded Nigeria and the United States
because both had inexplicably high member-
ships in parties (almost 40 percent in Nigeria
and 26 percent in the United States). The aggre-
gate picture still suggests a significant link
between membership in parties and in profes-
sional associations (the civic group with the
highest simple correlation), r2 = 0.368 (see
Figure 31.4). However, this result stems almost
entirely from the low rates of membership
across all organizations in the former communist
nations (see Howard, 2003). When I eliminate
these countries, the r2 falls to 0.152 (see Figure
31.5). Overall, then, the relationship between

parties and civic life is modest at best. A handful
of people participate in both forms of organi-
zation, but membership in parties is not com-
mon (averaging around 8 percent in the World
Values Surveys) and active participation is the
preserve of a small share of activists (4 percent
in the World Values Survey say that they are
active members).

Is this low rate of participation a contem-
porary phenomenon? Katz and Mair (1995)
argue that modern political parties have
become like cartels. Modern parties are like
businesses, controlled from above and forsak-
ing ideological purity. As party membership
has fallen, control of the party apparatus has
shifted to the parliamentary parties, which have
sought greater autonomy from constituency
groups.

Parties are more centralized at the turn of the
21st century. Yet, we cannot look back to hal-
cyon days where large numbers of citizens took
an active role in party affairs. Major parties in
most democracies did have more members 50 to
100 years ago. However, membership figures
give a distorted view of how active members
are. Ware (1992: 82) argued that the machine
parties of the early 20th century were ‘highly
inefficient in recruiting labour to perform party
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tasks’. Lipset (1968: 259–66) noted that large
shares of the populations of Saskatchewan and
North Dakota were members of populist parties
in the 1940s. However, he cautioned (Lipset,
1968: 265) that ‘[t]he Saskatchewan pattern . . .
provides no panacea for those who would plan
society so as to create the basis for popular com-
munity activity’. The rural political setting
(where neighbors regularly interacted with each
other) and the poverty of the farm economy
provided a recipe for a highly mobilized protest
politics that is unlikely to be met in most politi-
cal settings, even in the 19th century.

While Putnam (2000: 45) bemoans the sharp
drop in citizens working for a political party in
the United States, the 1973 starting point was
just 6.3 percent of the American population,
down to 2.8 percent by 1994 (Uslaner with
Brown, 2004).1 There are fewer party contacts
with voters in the United States (Rosenstone
and Hansen, 2003) and in Britain (Scarrow,
1996: 188). In both countries, however, the
share of people who worked for political par-
ties at any time in the past half century was
minuscule, perhaps not even as high as 5 per-
cent. The decline in party work, Scarrow (1996:
190) argues, is ‘small, rather than . . . dramatic’. 

Parties and other voluntary organizations
have an uneasy relationship. Parties have often
depended upon outside organizations for sup-
port. In many instances, such as labor parties
especially in Western Europe, parties are legal
extensions of other organizations. These groups
provide both activists and funding for the
parties. Yet, they also constrain the parties.
Outside groups will set the party programs,
limiting the maneuverability of parties in elec-
tions. In more than a handful of cases, this will
produce strains between a party seeking to win
a national election and an outside group com-
mitted to a particular platform. Labour in
Britain struggled with the trade union move-
ment in the 1990s, finally declaring its inde-
pendence and campaigning (successfully) as
‘New Labour’. Christian democratic parties
throughout Europe are associated with the
Catholic Church; they have struggled to main-
tain moderate positions on controversial social
issues such as abortion and gay rights, even in
defiance of Church doctrine.

Parties seeking to win elections have an
incentive to limit participatory democracy.
Party leaders need to maintain control of their
own platforms. Civic groups care less about
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r2 = 0.152, excluding former Communist nations and USA.
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winning elections than about pursuing a cause.
Too much social capital can mean weak parties
that cannot contest elections. Party activists are
much more ideological than the rank-and-file
members, party supporters in the electorate,
and especially the much heralded median voter
(Aldrich, 1995; Flanagan, 1995; Seyd and
Whiteley, 1992: 212–17). Parties need ideologies –
to govern, to attract activists, and indeed even
to win elections (Hinich and Munger, 1994). Yet
they must not become too extreme, lest they
pay an electoral price. And, if they had their
way, the most dedicated activists would push
the parties past the point of electoral safety
(Strøm, 1990: 577; Uslaner, 1999: Chapter 5).

It is hardly surprising that the parties with the
largest shares of activists represent radical poli-
cies, where militants disdain the goal of winning
elections. For many of these radical parties, such
as environmental parties in Belgium, the most
militant members care more about community
activism than about national electoral strategies
(Kitschelt and Hellemans, 1990: 136–8). These
policy-oriented parties can ‘afford’ widespread
participation and even ‘infiltration’ by other inter-
ests. Office-seeking parties must try to constrain

their members’ participation. Party leaders need
activists to help run the campaigns, but want to
limit participation. So they may offer party
workers the ‘selective benefit’ of greater oppor-
tunities to run for office in the future (Strøm,
1990: 576–8). Since barely a handful of members
ever run for office,2 such a pay-off restricts the
influence of party members.

PARTIES AND TRUST

If generalized trust is a key component of social
capital, we should not look to political parties –
or indeed political life – to foster it. Much
of political life is not about bringing people
together for cooperation. Politics thrives on
mistrust (Barber, 1983; Warren, 1996). Elections
are inherently polarizing events and the further
apart parties are from each other on an ideolog-
ical spectrum, the less likely they are to bring
about trust in people who are different from
oneself. 

In Figure 31.6, I show levels of generalized
trust in the American states by Mayhew’s
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traditional party organization index. And there
is at least modest evidence (r = −0.265) that
strong parties lead to less trust. States with the
strongest party organizations have less trusting
citizenries. Cross-nationally, there is less sup-
port for this linkage. When I plot generalized
trust against party membership across the
countries in the World Values Survey (Figure
31.7), there is no relationship at all between
party membership and trust (r2 = 0.003). There
is stronger support for the negative relation-
ship in roll call voting in the United States. As
generalized trust has fallen in the United
States, party polarization in legislative voting
has increased (Uslaner, 2000).

Party activity is all about building particular-
ized trust (in-group trust) rather than general-
ized trust. Strongly ideological activists are
likely to see cooperating with the opposition as
illegitimate. Seventy percent of Americans
who are strong ideologues believe that ‘compro-
mise is just selling out’, compared with 53 per-
cent of moderates. Three-quarters of people
who are both strong ideologues and who are
politically active view compromise with suspi-
cion (compared to 43 percent of the inactive
non-ideologues).3

When activists play a stronger role in shaping
the party’s agenda, the party shifts more
strongly toward ideological extremes (Aldrich,
1995). Where the parties are tightly controlled
by a small elite, electoral considerations
dominate over ideological purity. New York
State Senator George Washington Plunkitt, head
of the Tammany Hall Democratic machine in
New York City in the early 20th century, had
little time for the great issues of the day. He was a
political boss and his two primary concerns were
winning elections and dispensing patronage. To
ensure his continued power base, he maintained
cordial relations with the opposition Republicans
(Riordon, 1948: 51–2): ‘When Tammany’s on top
I do good turns for the Republicans. When
they’re on top they don’t forget me. .. . Me and
the Republicans are enemies just one day in the
year – election day. Then we fight tooth and nail.
The rest of the time it’s live and let live with us.’

REPRISE

Major political parties are elite institutions
focused on winning elections and formulating
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public policies to govern the nation. In each
case, social capital may prove to be more of a
hindrance than a help to a party’s mission. Too
much participation can push a party to an ideo-
logical extreme and make it more difficult for
the party to win an election. The Labour Party
in Great Britain reasserted itself, and became
dominant, in the 1990s by denying its member-
ship base the power to set party policies. The
Greens in several European countries have
fought internal battles over what strategy to fol-
low. The ‘Realo’ (realist) faction in the German
party prevailed in a fierce intra-party battle,
leading the Greens to join the Social Democrats
in a governing coalition. The Greens’ leader,
Joschka Fischer, a former radical, became
German foreign minister and a supporter of a
largely activist foreign policy vehemently
opposed by the ‘Fundi’ wing of the party.

Parties cannot afford too much participation.
Not only do they abjure the ideological drift of
the activists, but governing coalitions cannot
tolerate constant meddling from constituents
on the details of public policy. Parties don’t
need, and their leaders don’t want, the cama-
raderie of a choral society or a bowling league.
Parties need to mobilize voters on election day.
At other times, the party leaders prefer that
voters go their own way. 

Parties also don’t depend upon trust. A trust-
ing environment helps parties reach agreement
across the aisle on controversial policy issues
(Uslaner, 2002: Chapter 7). Parties may find the
commitment to seek compromises to be anath-
ema to their goal of getting elected. If the party
promises compromise too early, it has no
message and voters may have little reason to
choose it over the opposition. No wonder, then,
that among the chorus of civic leaders bemoan-
ing the loss of trust and civic engagement,
party leaders have been consciously absent.

NOTES

* The assistance of Mitchell Brown and Paul Sum
is greatly appreciated. I am also grateful to the
Russell Sage Foundation and the Carnegie
Foundation for a grant under the Russell Sage
program on The Social Dimensions of Inequality
(see http://www.russellsage.org/programs/
proj_reviews/social-inequality.htm) and to the
General Research Board of the Graduate School
of the University of Maryland – College Park.
Some of the data reported here come from the
Inter-University Consortium for Political and
Social Research (ICPSR), which is not responsi-
ble for any interpretations.

1. The figures from the American National Election
Study are very similar: 5.7 percent in 1968 and
2.7 percent in 1996.

2. In the Roper Political and Social Trends data
cited above, in 1994, 2.8 percent of respondents
worked for a political party, while just 0.7 per-
cent ever claimed to run for office; 23 percent of
people who worked for a party had at least once
engaged in a sit-in or protest, compared to 16
percent who ran for office.

3. These data come from Hibbing and Thiess-
Morse (1995). I am grateful to John Hibbing and
Beth Thiess-Morse for providing them to me.
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INTRODUCTION

The relationship between political parties and
their putative social base raises complex ques-
tions, even in the context of developed democ-
racies and abundant information. Outside this
context, while losing none of its importance,
the relationship becomes even more difficult
to pin down. This chapter attempts to capture
themes and implications of the existing litera-
ture while suggesting some of the analytical
difficulties entailed and stressing that much
relevant research is at an early stage.

First a couple of words are necessary about
the parameters of this discussion. The chapter
is concerned with the non-Western or devel-
oping world, which is conventionally under-
stood to include Africa, Asia, the Caribbean,
Latin America and the Middle East. The coher-
ence of such a huge category, even in the hey-
day of Third World-ism, was always in doubt.
These days, as the shared colonial legacy
recedes and economic differentiation between
and within its regions increases, the diversity
of the developing world – and of its political
systems and societies – becomes ever more
apparent, making generalization increasingly
problematic.

In addition, it is concerned with ‘social struc-
ture’, a term which has been understood in
many different ways, ranging from a Marxist-
inspired focus on economically based social
classes to the social institutions of functional soci-
ology. Here it will be interpreted quite broadly to
include social classes, categories, groups, and

even, where appropriate, institutions and
associations.

The chapter proceeds as follows. The next
section comments on political parties in the
developing world, both what we know about
them and how they have been studied. The dif-
ferent possible ways in which one could think
about the relationship between parties and
their social base are then suggested and pro-
vide the framework for the subsequent discus-
sion, looking at parties and social cleavages,
parties and electoral behaviour, appeals by
party leaders and links between parties and
particular social organizations, descriptive and
substantive representation and parties them-
selves helping to create cleavages.

POLITICAL PARTIES IN THE 
DEVELOPING WORLD

Whilst doubtless queries could be raised about
how political parties are to be defined and recog-
nized in a developing world context, these are
not the most pressing problems facing the pre-
sent discussion, which are more to do with the
availability of data and scholarly analysis. On
the one hand there has long been a relative
shortage of such information, and it has been
very uneven in terms of geographical cover-
age. Whilst in some countries, notably India,
research into political parties has been solid
and continuous, elsewhere, following a number
of important pioneering studies, with the onset
of authoritarian systems of government in the
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1970s there was a sharp decline in scholarly
interest. (Re)democratization and the particu-
lar emphasis on the contribution political
parties can make to democratic consolidation
has only relatively recently rekindled interest
in this subject. Now there is a great deal of
research, with an ever widening range of coun-
tries included. Much of this focuses primarily
on analysing elections and their results, but
other research has taken up themes in the
wider democratization literature about parties’
contribution to democracy, institutionalization
of parties and party systems, and so on, though
there is still little direct discussion of the rela-
tionship between parties and their social bases.
So a more recent problem is simply keeping
up to speed with this proliferating literature,
and the present discussion makes no claim to
comprehensive coverage.

Second, and at the risk of stating the blindingly
obvious, the great number of political parties and
party systems in the developing world are
hugely diverse. Some, like Congress in India,
have existed a very long time, others only
appeared with the most recent wave of democra-
tization; some, like Congress and the Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) in India, the Kuomintang
(KMT) in Taiwan, the Institutionalized Party of
the Revolution (PRI) in Mexico and the African
National Congress (ANC) in South Africa, are
agreed to be highly ‘institutionalized’ and/or
organized, whilst others scarcely exist beyond
their name, and so forth. There have been few
systematic attempts to categorize them, although
Gunther and Diamond (2003) have made a valu-
able start in this direction.

Having said that, and always bearing in
mind the important exceptions, to which we
return below, certain features are regularly
observed, no less in recent years than in the
earlier phase of scholarly interest in such par-
ties, features also apparent in some Western
parties but to a lesser extent. Thus parties in
the developing world are regularly observed to
be weakly institutionalized, a confused con-
cept (Randall and Svåsand, 2002) but often
understood to include ‘rootedness’ in society.
Parties have frequently been constructed sim-
ply as ephemeral vehicles for their leaders’
personal ambition, and where links with social
sectors do exist these are often of a clientelistic
nature. Parties generally lack a distinct member-
ship or clearly defined membership criteria,
which might give some practical and/or sym-
bolic linkage with society or a section of it.
Again typically they do not seek to differen-
tiate themselves by developing coherent

programmes or policy debates through which
distinct social interests could be identified and
promoted. All these features seem likely to
reduce the possibility of strong, meaningful
links with society.

One reason why parties are often weakly
institutionalized is that long periods of author-
itarian rule have meant that party development
was repeatedly interrupted. Furthermore, there
has often been a close association between
political parties and the state. Development
and democratization could be expected to
increase the possibility of party autonomy from
the state and, through improved communica-
tions, of party leaders strengthening links with
their ‘grassroots’. Paradoxically, however, it is
argued that in countries like Chile (Munck and
Bosworth, 1998) or Brazil, as in the West, party
leaders place increasing reliance on television
to reach the electorate which limits the develop-
ment of the party as an organization and thus
the possibility of group representation within
and through it.

CONCEPTUALIZING THE
RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PARTIES

AND SOCIAL STRUCTURE,

Panebianco (1988: 3–4) has famously warned
against the ‘sociological prejudice . . . that the
activities of parties are the product of the
“demands” of social groups, and that, more
generally, parties themselves are nothing more
than manifestations of social divisions in the
political arena’. Nonetheless the literature on
political parties is surprisingly vague about the
sense(s) in which and the mechanisms through
which a party can be said to be linked to or
based on a social sector. This is, however, true
of the literature as a whole, not just that con-
cerned with parties in the developing world.
To discuss the relationship between parties
and social structure(s) we need first to distin-
guish different possible forms or aspects of
that relationship, around which the analysis
can be organized.

Much analysis of the relationship between
parties and social structure in the Western world
takes as its point of departure the Lipset and
Rokkan (1967) model discussed in Chapters 29
and 30 of this Handbook. How relevant or helpful
is that model for understanding party–society
relations in the developing world? More simply,
we can ask about patterns of electoral support
for parties on the one hand, and the ways in
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which party leaders seek to project particular
party identities on the other. We can also con-
sider links between parties and particular social
institutions and organizations. But this is still not
quite the same question as whom the party actu-
ally does stand for. This requires us to explore
the thorny issue of representation, especially in
its descriptive and more substantive forms.

PARTIES AND CLEAVAGES

The Lipset–Rokkan model was not devised to
explain the emergence of parties in the devel-
oping world, but reflected a particular western
European history. We can nonetheless ask how
far either its categorization of cleavages or its
thesis both about the sequence and the manner
in which parties were originally formed is of
relevance in a developing world context. The
model identified a series of potential cleavage
lines – between church and state, centre and
periphery, urban and rural sectors and labour
and capital – which do indeed have relevance
for the developing countries, but only up
to a point. In the first place, the church–state
opposition needs to be extended to include
competing confessional parties and the centre–
periphery opposition needs to include con-
flict based on ethnic/regional rivalry as well
as opposition to the centre. Second, even
then these categories may not adequately con-
vey distinctive qualities of social structures,
for instance the depth of attachment to ethnic
or religious identity, or the scale of social
inequality.

They also omit a cleavage or basis of identifi-
cation that has been very important in the for-
mation of political parties in the developing
world, that of the (oppressed) nation versus the
(neo-)imperial power. So many of the biggest,
most powerful parties have grown out of the
movement for national liberation – Congress,
the PRI, a succession of parties in sub-Saharan
Africa such as KANU (Kenya), the TANU-
Chama Cha Mapinduzi (Tanzania), the ANC
(South Africa), FRELIMO (Mozambique), and
SWAPO (Namibia). It is possible to argue, as
Sinnott (1984) has claimed for the Republic
of Ireland, that such parties fall into the center–
periphery cleavage category because at the
time of their formation they represented the
oppressed periphery of a metropolitan centre –
but really, given its prominence, this cleavage
deserves a category of its own (for a fuller
discussion see Randall, 2001).

The Lipset–Rokkan model implies that, with
economic development and national integra-
tion, increasingly the class-based cleavages
will come to the fore. In terms both of predom-
inant cleavages and of the direction of change,
Latin America is the developing region that
comes closest to this pattern. There, with the
possible exception of the PRI in Mexico, parties
have not arisen out of a national versus (neo-)
colonial cleavage, and to varying degrees by
the mid-20th century it was possible to place
parties on a left–right axis, reflecting the promi-
nence of social class divisions. Chile in particu-
lar, according to Scully (1995), is almost a
classic case of party system evolution on
Lipset–Rokkan lines. Originating in the 19th
century from conflict between clerical and
secular forces, by the early 20th century the
system incorporated parties reflecting urban
class divisions and later a new centre party
based on the peasantry.

Elsewhere the model is less helpful and has
been less frequently used in explaining either
the main underlying social cleavages or the
direction of change. However, it may still shed
light on the process through which parties
were originally formed. Lipset and Rokkan
observed that, in Western Europe, party sys-
tems formed in the critical period on the eve
of mass suffrage reflected or embodied the
most salient political cleavages at that time,
which then acquired a degree of institutional
fixity, making it difficult for parties represent-
ing new bases of cleavage to form and break
in. This has arguably also been true in many
developing countries. Moreover, and antici-
pating what will be said later about parties
creating their own cleavages, some parties or
party systems have managed to survive in
this way, even when forced underground
during periods of authoritarian rule – the
party tradition going back to Danquah and
Busia and which has resurfaced in the
recently victorious NPP in Ghana (Nugent,
2001) is an example.

This leads, finally, and as indeed recognized
by Lipset and Rokkan (1967: 3), to the possibil-
ity that parties can themselves ‘produce their
own alignments’ independent of pre-existing
geographical, social or cultural differences.
The political institution – the party – could to
some degree act back on social structure creat-
ing, for instance, a family of new quasi-social
institutions that play a part in socializing their
participants and institutionalizing the party.
An example would be the succession of parties
in the Peronist tradition, of which the latest
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manifestation is the Justicialist Party (JP) in
Argentina.

PARTIES AND ELECTORAL
BEHAVIOUR

The Lipset–Rokkan model, whilst positing
a historical link between the origin of party
systems and politicized cleavages, does not
greatly reflect on the nature of the link between
party leaders and their perceived social base. In
practice those following in this tradition of
analysis have largely relied for evidence of
relationship on patterns of voting behaviour,
including estimates of their volatility or conti-
nuity, supplemented perhaps by independent
measures of party identification. This is true
more generally of attempts to answer the ques-
tion of which social group(s) a party stands for.
Patterns of electoral support are inferred either
through aggregate ecological analysis, exit
polls or voting intention surveys. This kind of
analysis, at its most sophisticated in India per-
haps, has been applied increasingly to elections
throughout the developing world. The discus-
sion that follows can only highlight emerging
themes and makes no claim to be exhaustive
with regard to this proliferating literature.

As already implied, social structures and
thus the range of potential social constituen-
cies for parties vary greatly between and even
within regions of the developing world. Social
class differences are paramount in Latin
America. This is partly a reflection of rela-
tively advanced levels of industrialization and
urbanization. It is also a consequence of its
colonial history. This bequeathed a hegemonic
Roman Catholic church strongly identified
with the state. It also virtually eliminated the
native population in many parts of Latin
America, and elsewhere generally resulted in
a system where ethnic groupings were
‘ranked’ in Horowitz’s term, or aligned with
rather than cross-cutting lines of social stratifi-
cation (Horowitz, 1985). Ethnicity, then, has
been largely absent as an independent basis of
party support, although Donna Van Cott has
recently produced interesting work on the
difference that having large Indian communi-
ties can make to party formation, with partic-
ular reference to the case of the Movimiento
Nacionalista Revolucionario (MNR) in Bolivia
(Van Cott, 2000). Despite the relative salience
of class divisions sociologically speaking,
however, these do not necessarily determine

patterns of party support. A decade ago Dix
(1989) argued that the alignment of class divi-
sions with voting patterns apparent in many
Latin American countries in the 1960s had
weakened everywhere but in Chile and
Argentina. The trend, in the era of redemocra-
tization was for what he chose to call ‘catch-
all’ parties, deliberately seeking to maximize
their cross-sectional appeal. Myers (1998) pro-
vides an example of this in Venezuela where
in the 1950s his own ecological analysis sug-
gested that the two main parties, Acción
Democrática and COPEI, had relatively differ-
entiated bases of social support but by 1978
public opinion research found that demo-
graphic variables had little bearing on voting
intentions. The reasons for this regional trend
are doubtless complex and locally varied but
include, as in the West, the restricted pro-
grammatic options for historically left parties.

In stark contrast with Latin America, in
Africa, by common agreement, ‘ethnicity’,
whatever exactly is understood by this term,
has much greater social salience than social
class (except perhaps in South Africa) or, hith-
erto, than religion. And it is widely assumed to
underpin both party formation and party strat-
egy: Ottaway (1999: 311), for instance, refers
to the ‘overt or covert ethnic character of the
majority of the emerging political parties’. This
is true despite legislation or constitutional
provisions, in a number of countries such as
Tanzania, Cameroon and Ghana, designed to
prevent the formation of parties or electioneer-
ing on this or other particularistic bases. The
role of ethnicity in shaping patterns of electoral
support is confirmed, for instance, in Nugent’s
(2001) analysis of the simultaneous presiden-
tial and parliamentary elections in Ghana in
2000. In analysing patterns of electoral sup-
port, it is admittedly sometimes difficult to dif-
ferentiate between ethnicity and regionalism,
given the tendency for ethnic groups to be geo-
graphically concentrated, an issue explored in
Kaspin’s (1995) excellent analysis of the 1994
presidential and parliamentary elections in
Malawi. There is also some debate as to how
far tropical Africa’s parties actually are ethnic,
in the sense of based on a single ethnic group, as
opposed to multi-ethnic (Scarritt and Mozaffar,
2002). Certainly in most national contexts, and
depending on the nature of ethnic cleavages,
both traditional ruling parties and emerging
opposition parties with any realistic chance of
winning power or even becoming significant
players, need to draw support from more than
one such community.
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In much of Asia, and to a lesser extent the
Middle East, social structure is more complex,
with significant fracturing on ethnic, religious
and class/caste lines. Asia of course covers a
very diverse range of countries. In South Korea
the picture is simplified: given that it is largely
homogeneous in ethnic terms and that there
have been severe ideological and constitu-
tional constraints on trade union involvement
in party politics, the primary determinant of
electoral support for parties, since democrati-
zation got under way in 1987, has been region
(Kim, 1998). India, however, epitomizes Asian
complexity, which is compounded by its fed-
eral system of government. Given that com-
petitive party politics has prevailed since
independence in 1947, systematic study of
voting behaviour goes back a long way (for a
valuable discussion of the methods, strengths
and findings of ecological analysis in the 1960s
and 1970s, see Brass, 1985). One distinctive fea-
ture of Indian social structure is the caste system,
whose character has of course profoundly
changed, partly as a consequence of its encounter
with democratic forms of politics, but which is
still recognized to be of major relevance to vot-
ing behaviour. The Congress Party, originally
based on the movement for national indepen-
dence, remained electorally dominant at the
national level into the 1990s. It drew support
from all sectors of society, although especially
from both the upper castes and least privileged
sectors (the Untouchables or ‘Dalits’, tribals or
‘adivasis’, and Muslims). However, Chhibber
and Petrocik (1990) found that when analysed
at individual state level, its electoral support
was much more homogeneous, and based on
particular, if locally varying, caste and other
groupings, a view more recently echoed by
Heath and Yadav (2002). The 1990s saw the rise
of a number of state-based parties that draw
disproportionately on the electoral support
of particular caste blocs, such as the Bahujan
Samaj Party (BSP) based in Uttar Pradesh
which draws a large share of the Dalit vote. At
the same time at the national level Congress
has been successfully challenged – until the
2004 general election – by the BJP, widely per-
ceived as a Hindu chauvinist party. Electoral
support for the BJP obviously comes primarily
from Hindus; however, they constitute around
83% of India’s population, and interest has
focused rather on the disproportionate rates of
support from upper castes, especially in the
north-western ‘Hindi heartland’. The success
of the BJP has involved widening its social
bases of support to include lower castes and

regions further south as well as allying with
parties with contrasting electoral bases (Heath,
1999).

Given the chequered history of competitive
party politics in the Middle East, the scope for
analysing patterns of electoral support for par-
ties has inevitably been limited. Of particular
potential interest, however, are the increas-
ingly numerous Islamist parties. These obvi-
ously differ in many respects one from another
and several may coexist in a single country.
Some are conservative and closely linked with
the prevailing regime. But others are more
oppositional in character, have often devel-
oped out of a wider movement, and have
relatively strong social ‘roots’. Again obviously
their electoral supporters have in common a
Muslim religious identity which they may per-
ceive to be threatened, even in such over-
whelmingly Muslim countries, by secularizing
policies of government. Nonetheless, whilst
hard psephological analysis is hard to come by,
it appears that support comes disproportion-
ately from particular social sectors and for dif-
ferent reasons. The role of the professional
middle class and students in supporting more
radical Islamic movements is often noted. In
his study of support for Turkey’s Welfare
(Refah) Party, Gülalp (2001) also underlines the
importance of the small-scale, provincial busi-
ness sector which suffered under state-centred
Import Substitution Industrialization (ISI) type
development policies in the 1960s and 1970s
but has expanded in the era of economic glob-
alization. But purely in terms of numbers most
significant has been support amongst the
rapidly growing urban poor due in no small
measure to the extensive welfare work under-
taken by such parties and associated organiza-
tions. It was in the poorest neighbourhoods,
where the Turkish Welfare Party ‘spoke the
language of socio-economic justice and equal-
ity’ (Gülalp, 2001: 442) that its vote grew most
rapidly in the 1990s. Likewise, in Algeria, the
welfare network of the Islamist movement pro-
vided the Front Islamique du Salut (FIS) ‘with
a significant and loyal pool of potential voters’
in 1992 (Willis, 2002: 10). 

ALTERNATIVE WAYS TO IDENTIFY
A PARTY’S SOCIAL BASE

In addition to looking at patterns of electoral
support to identify a party’s social base, one
could focus on what the party leadership does
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to attract support in terms of the manipulation
of symbols, public statements, targeted cam-
paigning, programmes, manifestos (where
these are available) and so forth. To which
group(s) do they appear to be appealing? A
useful resource would be something like the
Manifesto Research Group (Budge, 1994) to col-
lect and analyse such material. In a developing
world context, little systematic work of this
kind has yet been undertaken and further dif-
ficulties arise from the fact that in many cases
parties either do not produce programmes
or they barely differ from one another. Thus
according to Wanjohi (2003: 251), ‘nearly all
party manifestos in Kenya look alike, often
using the same phraseology, and even identical
paragraphs’.

Alternatively, a clue to the social character of
a party may lie in the nature of the social insti-
tutions or organizations into which it is histori-
cally and/or actually linked. For instance, parties
like the PT in Brazil and successive Peronist
parties in Argentina, or the MMD in Zambia
and the ANC in South Africa, have had close
links with trade unions. India’s BJP is closely
linked to Rashtriya Sevak Sangh (RSS), a highly
disciplined militant Hindu organization, and
its ‘family’ of voluntary associations.

PARTIES AND THE REPRESENTATION
OF SOCIAL GROUPS

But none of these indicators of a party’s social
base necessarily tells us who the party really
stands for. This raises the wider issue of repre-
sentation, which is of course as relevant to
Western political parties as to those of the
developing world. Which social groups do
parties represent, and in what sense? From the
perspective of normative political theory,
almost nothing seems to have been written
about the role parties ideally should play in
representation of social groups (a partial
exception is Birch, 1972), perhaps because this
is actually a very difficult question to answer
(Randall, forthcoming).

Pitkin (1967) and others, writing about rep-
resentation more generally, have distinguished
different forms. Most relevant for us is the dis-
tinction between descriptive and substantive
representation. In the former case, in a party
context, specific attributes of the social group
in question are reflected, say, in the composi-
tion of party membership, its key decision-
making bodies or its candidates for the
legislature. In the latter, the perspectives and

interests of that group are voiced and carried
forward in internal debate and/or party policy.
A problem of which post-structural arguments
have made us more aware here is of course
how such interests come to be identified and
articulated – if they are not ‘objectively’ to be
read off, what part does the party itself play in
constructing them? 

Liberal theorists of representation have ques-
tioned the value of descriptive representation,
arguing that there is no guarantee delegates
selected on this basis will promote the interests
of the group whose characteristics they share.
However, more recently, feminist theorists in
particular have suggested that measures to
increase descriptive representation – or ‘the
politics of presence’ – may be valuable sym-
bolically, to correct past injustices, and mem-
bership of a group may be necessary to
understand and articulate its distinctive expe-
rience and concerns (Phillips, 1995). Whether
or not this is so, descriptive representation
is often a very real concern, explicitly or
implicitly, for parties in developing countries.
It is an intrinsic feature of ethnically based
political parties in sub-Saharan Africa that
their leaders, parliamentary candidates and
suchlike should themselves be members of
the ethnic group they claim to stand for. In
India, all parties, including communist par-
ties, have had to take descriptive representa-
tion, in terms particularly of caste, into account
when selecting candidates for local, state and
national elections.

Especially following the 1995 UN Women’s
Congress in Beijing, the issue of women’s rep-
resentation, and specifically of gender quotas,
has come to the fore. The trend has gone fur-
thest in Latin America, where between 1991
and 2000 twelve countries passed laws requir-
ing that 20–40% of candidates for national elec-
tions should be women. Such provisions in
practice have had mixed success in terms of
actually increasing the number of women can-
didates, one important factor being the good-
faith compliance of parties themselves. Several
major parties also use gender quotas for inter-
nal party positions, including El Salvador’s
FMLN and Nicaragua’s FSLN (Htun and
Jones, 2002). In sub-Saharan Africa a number
of parties, including three based on move-
ments of national liberation – the ANC in
South Africa, FRELIMO in Mozambique and
SWAPO in Namibia – have adopted gender
quotas (Yoon, 2001). While adoption of quotas
in a number of cases reflects the lobbying of
women activists themselves, it has also often
coincided with the party’s desire, in a
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(re)democratizing era, to establish its pluralist,
democratic credentials. As to whether gender
quotas enhance women’s substantive repre-
sentation in and through the party, this varies
from case to case, and feminist commentators
further disagree amongst themselves. For
instance, Goetz and Hassim (2001) see gender
quotas in the ANC as indirectly helping to
bring about three ‘path-breaking’ pieces of leg-
islation for women – the 1996 Termination of
Pregnancy Act and, in 1998, the Domestic
Violence Act and the Maintenance Act, but
Vincent (2002) is less sanguine. Htun and Jones
conclude that gender quotas have not neces-
sarily directly affected policy but have helped
to transform collective gender awareness by
stimulating debate, a view confirmed in
Sacchet’s (2003) recent study of gender quotas
in Brazil’s PT.

SUBSTANTIVE REPRESENTATION

The question of how far political parties further
the substantive representation of particular
social groups could take us into political and
philosophical terrain well beyond the implicit
brief of this chapter. What is intended here is
the more limited but necessary discussion of
some of the factors tending to constrain such
representation. Many parties in the developing
world are primarily vehicles for individual
politicians hastily scrambled together for elec-
toral purposes with the vaguest of social bases
and minimal attempt to elicit the views of their
potential supporters. But even where parties
make more efforts to cultivate such a base, the
extent of communications with supporters may
be constrained by, for instance, geographical
distance and the town–rural divide (it is regu-
larly noted that in tropical Africa opposition
parties have difficulty extending their organi-
zations beyond the main urban centres) and by
social distance. Van Cott (2000) describes how
from the late 1950s Bolivia’s MNR appealed to
highland Indians, helping them to recover their
communal lands. But thereafter, Van Cott sug-
gests the Indians did not seek representation in
conventional political terms, wanting rather to
be left alone; in return their vote provided the
party with its ‘conservative anchor’. Of course
it could be said that in this case the Indians got
what they wanted – until the economic situation
deteriorated. 

Clientelism is a pervasive feature of par-
ties in the developing world; accounts so
far suggest that neither democratization nor

measures to constrain the public sector and
public expenditure in keeping with neo-liberal
prescriptions have significantly eroded it. A rel-
atively underexplored question is the implica-
tion of clientelism for representation: certainly,
as Piattoni (2001), writing in a European con-
text, has noted, in clientelism the level of dis-
course is never lifted up from the particular.
Some accounts imply that it is incompatible
with and indeed inimical to representation
as commonly understood. Alternatively, it
might be possible to see clientelism, as some
Africanists do, as a distinct form of representa-
tion. According to van de Walle and Butler
(1999: 26), ‘In Africa today. . . . parties do not
really serve to aggregate interests; rather they
serve a representation function in a context of
clientelistic politics’ (see also Chabal and Daloz,
1999). That still leaves open the question of
whether and in what sense (short or long term)
this clientelistic exchange of their votes for
favours is in the voters’ interests.

An alternative, though not necessarily
incompatible, model would be of some form
of corporatist representation of different social
groups – women, youth, peasants, unions and
so forth – within a party, or through affiliated
organizations. A well-known historical exam-
ple would be Mexico’s PRI. In contrast to
clientelism, this model does give formal recog-
nition to groups; however, it often goes with
a very centralized system of party decision-
making. Fears, for instance, have been expressed
that South Africa’s ANC is moving in this
direction.

CONCLUSION

Analysis of the relationship between political
parties and social structure in the developing
world is flawed by the same conceptual eva-
sions and confusions as in the West. In addi-
tion, while research on parties has burgeoned
in the era of (re)democratization, there is much
less research directly focused on this question.
There are also particular fields where more
basic information would be valuable, such as
the social bases of Islamic parties, and also of
the small but growing number of Green parties
in the developing world. Cleavage theory has
something to offer for the analysis of
society–party relationships, especially in Latin
America. But much more work needs to be
done in investigating and conceptualizing the
representation of social groups, including the
implications of clientelism.
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33
POLITICAL PARTIES AND OTHER

ORGANIZATIONS

Thomas Poguntke

FUNCTIONS

The analysis of patterns of relationships
between parties and their organizational envi-
ronment is key to understanding parties’ sur-
vival, organizational stability and electoral
success (Panebianco, 1988: 12; Streeck, 1987:
488). Essentially, parties ‘use’ other relevant
organizations that constitute their environment
to create linkages to diverse groups of potential
voters (Lawson, 1980; Poguntke, 2000, 2005).
While such organizations vary widely as
regards their own organizational format, their
focus and, above all, their specific kinds of rela-
tionships to one or more political parties, they
share one characteristic: they articulate and
aggregate interests vis-à-vis parties and are, as
such, important intermediaries between parties
and society at large. The essence of these rela-
tionships is that votes are exchanged for poli-
cies or, more realistically, policy pledges. This
exchange is based on more or less permanent
and formalized negotiations between party
elites and organizational elites (see below) by
which policy concessions (by the party) are
traded for the mobilization of organizational
support (by the organization) (Poguntke, 2000:
23–31). From the perspective of political parties,
they serve as ‘collateral organizations’ reaching
out to specific societal interests, which may not
be directly accessible for political parties which
need to serve, by definition, a wider and more
contradictory range of interests. Hence, those
concerned with one specific interest may find it
more attractive to join a relevant interest orga-
nization rather than a party. By creating ties to
such collateral organizations, political parties

are capable of extending their anchorage in
society beyond their core constituency
(Duverger, 1964: 107; Beyme, 1980: 196ff.),
thereby stabilizing their electorate (Webb, 1992:
1–7; Lane and Ersson, 1987: 121).

Historically, the relevance of collateral organi-
zations reached its peak during the heyday of
the mass party of integration in Europe
(Neumann, 1956), when dense networks of col-
lateral organizations created almost imperme-
able subcultures which enclosed individuals
literally ‘from the cradle to the grave’ and which
almost stifled communication across subcul-
tural boundaries (Bartolini and Mair, 1990: 216;
Steininger, 1984: 146). These networks of collat-
eral organizations were an essential factor in the
process of stabilizing the cleavage structures
underlying (Western) European party systems
in the 1920s (Lepsius, 1973; Lipset and Rokkan,
1967; Bartolini and Mair, 1990: 235–43). 

In some deeply segmented societies the
potential conflict between these subcultures
could only be contained through elite accom-
modation based on power sharing and mutual
veto. This model of consociational democracy
reached perfection in the Netherlands and
Austria but elements of it were applied else-
where (Daalder, 1987; Lijphart, 1968, Gerlich,
1987; Luther and Deschouwer, 1999). Party
political elites were the chief negotiators for
‘their’ socioeconomic subculture (pillar), which
was characterized by a dense network of interest
organizations tied formally or informally to one
or several parties representing a specific sub-
culture. Elsewhere, there was less segmentation
but all Western European party systems were,
until the 1960s, dominated by mass parties rep-
resenting the major socioeconomic cleavages
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and attempting to maintain exclusive formal or
informal ties to interest organizations belonging
to their own political camp. During the heyday
of the mass party of integration, election cam-
paigns were primarily aimed at mobilizing a
party’s constituency, not at winning over votes
from other political camps.

When, from the 1960s onwards, the com-
bined forces of post-war economic growth, the
development of the welfare state and general
socioeconomic modernization began to erode
these sharp social boundaries, and hence the
secure electoral basis of the mass party of
integration, the organizational and strategic
answer of many large parties in Western
Europe was the catch-all model (Kirchheimer,
1966). This involved de-emphasizing ideologi-
cal competition in favour of the managerial
qualities of the senior candidates for public
office and, above all, the pluralization of par-
ties’ social ties. Now the aim was to reach out to
as many relevant social forces as possible rather
than stabilizing the core support, and the ties
between parties and the major social interests
became less exclusive. This did not change sig-
nificantly as parties continued to lose secure
social anchorage and began to move ever closer
to the state, a trend that gave rise to the propo-
sition that we were seeing the emergence of a
new type of party, the cartel party, at the end of
the last millennium (Katz and Mair, 1995). 

As the patterns of interaction between par-
ties and major interest organizations became
more pluralistic in Western Europe, they began
to resemble the dominant North American pat-
tern, where exclusive ties between parties and
organized interests have been largely unknown.
This trend towards pluralistic party–interest-
group relations was accelerated through the
emergence of a significant number of new par-
ties, particularly from the late 1960s onwards,
which either did not forge any close ties with
social interests (like most parties of the different
variants of the extreme/populist right) or with
new social actors (like Green parties) (Betz and
Immerfall, 1998; Ignazi, 2003; Kitschelt, 1989;
Poguntke, 1987). In any case, even parties that
have not sought to link up to ‘external interests’
(see below), or have not succeeded in doing
so, have created their own, party-dependent
collateral organizations.

TYPES OF COLLATERAL
ORGANIZATIONS

The exact nature of the relationship between
party and collateral organization varies from
full independence to close organizational inte-
gration (Table 33.1). In its most independent
incarnation, collateral organizations have no

Table 33.1 Types of collateral organizations
Corporately

Independent linked
Type of collateral collateral Affiliated Ancillary
organization organization organization organization organization
Type of party individual collective individual individual
membership membership membership membership membership

optional (individual
optional)

Overlap of partial partial partial total
membership

Membership individual collective individual individual
rights (individual)

Type of informal formal formal formal
organizational
tie

Control by low low high very high
party

Influence of variable high to very variable variable
collateral high
organization

Most frequent external internal
type of interest

Source: Poguntke, 2000: 38.
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formal ties to political parties. Their exclusive
relationship with a specific political party (or a
political camp) rests on a mutual understand-
ing concerning a broad commonality of inter-
ests. While there is no guaranteed access for
the collateral organization to party decision-
making bodies, this model of organizational
interaction leaves the interest organization
with maximum autonomy. Party and organiza-
tion enter into negotiations about policies
knowing that support by the collateral can be
withdrawn at any time without involving any
formal organizational changes. Strong societal
interests such as employers’ federations or
churches have, by and large, preferred to main-
tain an arm’s-length relationship with political
parties generally sympathetic to their cause.
Good examples are the Catholic lay organiza-
tions in Italy, which have never had formal ties
to the Christian Democrats (Bardi and Morlino,
1994: 250). Similarly, the Economic Council of
the German CDU has never entered into a for-
mal relationship with the German Christian
Democrats (Haungs, 1983: 135–7).

Interest organizations that are tied to parties
through corporate membership are the potentially
most powerful variant of collateral organiza-
tions. This involves collective membership of
organizational members in a party and can lead
to extensive control of the party by the elites of
collateral organizations. The classic example for
this constellation is the British Labour Party
prior to far-reaching reforms in the 1990s. While
the case of the British Labour Party has gained
widespread attention in scholarly and public
debate, the so-called Labour Party, model based
on corporate membership links between a left-
wing party and the trade union movement, has
remained the exception rather than the rule. In
any case, it was phased out by the early 1990s in
Norway and Sweden, while it was substantially
reformed in the UK (Svåsand, 1992: 763, 1994b:
305; Pierre and Widfeldt, 1992: 813, 1994: 337;
Alderman and Carter, 1994, 1995: 444; Richards,
1997: 30ff.; Webb, 1992: 35, 1994: 115). 

Affiliated and ancillary organizations are the
classic variants of party-created suborganiza-
tions. As such, they represent a conscious orga-
nizational strategy by parties attempting to
diversify their appeal by creating target-group-
specific suborganizations catering for the
needs and interests of specific socio-economic
groups (e.g. the young, women, religious or
ethnic minorities). Affiliated organizations are
technically largely independent organizations
that are linked to their party on the elite level
through ex officio seats of the affiliated organi-
zation’s leadership on party executive bodies.

Also, partial membership overlap is typical,
which indicates that collateral organizations
are indeed capable of reaching beyond their
party’s natural constituency. Their degree of
autonomy varies but a minimum is guaranteed
through the affiliated organization’s indepen-
dent organizational structure. Ancillary organi-
zations, on the other hand, are fully integrated
in the main party structure and have no inde-
pendent membership. They are therefore least
suitable for broadening a party’s appeal but
can be subjected to tight party discipline. 

Throughout, we have implicitly referred to
two types of political interests that are orga-
nized in collateral organizations. So-called exter-
nal interests exist independently and, in most
cases, prior to a political party. Many are related
to the classic socioeconomic cleavages, others to
the agenda of the new politics (Lipset and
Rokkan, 1967; Dalton et al., 1990; Hildebrandt
and Dalton, 1978). This includes working-class
interests organized in trade unions, agrarian
interests, religious interests, economic interests
and ecological interests. Frequently, the founda-
tion of political parties has been initiated by
such external interest organizations, which have
provided parties with an external legitimation
(Duverger, 1964: xxx–xxxvii; Panebianco, 1988:
50–3). This pattern is not imperative. A party
may create an affiliated organization in order to
organize party members and sympathizers who
are trade unionists, or it may decide to launch
an environmental organization in order to con-
nect to the environmental movement.

Internal interests, on the other hand, are
created through organizational activity by the
party. Strictly speaking, there is no pre-existing
social group like Christian democratic women
or social democratic teachers. Parties create
satellite organizations with a view to getting a
hold on sizeable segments of the electorate
with specific socioeconomic interests and fairly
homogeneous political preferences. This kind of
‘target group’ organizational strategy attempts
to create an organizational forum for such
potential interests.

TYPES OF RELATIONSHIPS 

The preceding discussion of different kinds of
collateral organizations has shown that they
need not have formal organizational ties with a
party. As long as both collective actors share an
understanding that they belong to the same
political camp, a more or less permanent nego-
tiation relationship can be maintained which
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allows the exchange of policy pledges for
support. The principal mechanism here is reac-
tion to pressure (Lawson, 1988: 15), that is,
party elites need to be convinced that the col-
lateral organization in question actually is
capable of either mobilizing or withholding
electoral support based on whether or not pre-
ferred policy concessions are made. The rela-
tive power of both partners varies according to
political context.

To be sure, formal ties between organiza-
tions may also involve reaction to pressure but
they are primarily based on organizational
penetration, that is, the guaranteed access
of (mainly) organizational elites to party
decision-making bodies (or vice versa). In rela-
tively few cases, there is also a proportional
representation of organizational membership
in one or several of the party’s rule-making
bodies. This makes exchange relationships
more predictable (not least as a result of shared
information) and more durable, because there
are high thresholds against terminating such
connections. Not only would this require a for-
mal rule change, which usually involves spe-
cific procedural hurdles such as a qualified
majority, it would also represent an explicit
political statement regarding the relationship
under question. This is only likely to come
about either if both partners agree that the con-
tinuation of an exclusive relationship is detri-
mental, or if one partner decides that the other
is no longer needed. In any case, it is a highly
visible political move, which means that for-
malized ties between organizations will nor-
mally survive phases of strained relationships.
Clearly, linkage based on formal organiza-
tional ties is more durable, stable and effective
than linkage through informal ties, and this is
what makes it particularly valuable for party
political elites. There is however, a disadvan-
tage: strong organizational ties to powerful
collateral organizations may limit party elites’
freedom for manoeuvre, as the example of the
British Labour Party demonstrates (Seyd and
Whiteley, 2004). 

NEW SOCIAL MOVEMENTS

Given the advantages of permanent organiza-
tional ties, parties that depend primarily on
support from the new social movement sector
are at a structural disadvantage. New social
movements are characterized by a predo-
minant lack of formal organization, which
makes formal ties to party organizations very

difficult. They can be understood as networks
of networks (Neidhart, 1985: 197) based on a high
degree of symbolic integration and low levels
of role differentiation (Neidhart and Rucht,
1993: 315–17; Rucht, 1994: 79, 154). Particularly
in phases of high mobilisation, they tend to
generate steering committees which can be
regarded, to a limited degree, as functional
equivalents of decision-making bodies of tradi-
tional organizations (Schmitt, 1989; Rochon,
1988: 77–82). While the capacity of such move-
ments to act collectively depends to a consid-
erable degree on movement elites active in such
coordination bodies (Kaase, 1990: 90), their
political mandate typically remains precarious.
In fact, their elevated position within the
movement rests to a considerable degree on
external ascription (mainly by the mass media
or other political actors), while their legitima-
tion through the movement itself remains
weak. After all, new social movements simply
lack the degree of internal formalization that is
the essential precondition for elite selection,
because individual movement organizations
tend to guard their autonomy. The absence of
movement elites with a reliable mandate makes
new social movements therefore unlikely
candidates for formal organizational ties with
political parties. 

While political parties can at best expect to
forge informal ties to new social movements,
even those are of limited value for party elites
seeking to stabilize their electorate. The reason
is that new social movements are weak interest
aggregators, which limits the effects of linkage.
They tend to be based on the smallest common
denominator, endorse a plurality of ideological
and strategic orientations and frequently limit
inherent centrifugal tendencies by calling for
maximal solutions (Neidhart and Rucht, 1993:
318; Rucht, 1993: 265). Hence, political parties
that depend primarily on linkage through new
social movements (e.g. Green parties) have to
live with a structurally weak social anchorage,
which can provide them with comparatively
little electoral stability. While good relations
with new social movements may be a signifi-
cant (though highly contingent) electoral asset
in phases of high protest mobilization, they are
of little value in quiet times.

There are, however, highly formalized and
professionalized elements within new social
movements which would, in principle, meet all
the organizational requirements to be stable and
reliable partners for party elites. Organizations
such as Greenpeace, Amnesty International
and other kinds of non-governmental organi-
zation could permanently liaise with a political
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party. However, these movement organizations
are particularly concerned with maintaining
their non-partisan image, which is, after all,
also a precondition for their substantial fundrais-
ing capacity (Dalton, 1994). Furthermore, the
very fact that they are primarily based on
‘cheque book participation’ means that they
are poor mobilizers of mass support and hence
of limited value for political parties seeking to
stabilize their electorates.

FINDINGS

Parties and collateral organizations

Given the evident problems of data collection, it
is hardly surprising that systematic compara-
tive data on the development of informal ties
between political parties and interest organiza-
tions are non-existent. Yet, a wealth of literature
on party and party system change, particularly
in the wake of the debate about Kirchheimer’s
catch-all thesis, has shown that the relationships
between parties and independent collateral
organizations have become more tenuous. 

When it comes to information concerning
collateral organizations that are formally tied
to political parties, we are empirically on fairly
safe ground as these links are normally docu-
mented in party statutes. In most cases, this
involves different variants of ex officio seats for
members of collateral organizations in the
party’s decision-making bodies. To a lesser
degree, it also takes the form of proportional
representation of the collateral organization’s

membership on the party’s main rule-making
body, usually the party congress (Poguntke,
2005: 51–53). A detailed analysis of the data
collected by the Party Organization Project
(Katz and Mair, 1992) has shown that youth
and women’s organizations dominate the
organizational periphery of Western Europe’s
parties’ (Table 33.2). They are followed by col-
lateral organizations concerned with trade
union interests. This does not necessarily
involve a direct organizational tie between a
party and a trade union, as this category also
includes party-created ancillary or affiliated
organizations that target trade union members. 

It is noticeable that those categories that
directly relate to the classic socioeconomic
cleavages amount to a mere 19.2 per cent of all
collateral organizations that existed over the
30-year-period under investigation (i.e. middle-
class interests, trade unions, agrarian sector,
religion). The conspicuously low number of col-
lateral organizations with a specifically denomi-
national mission indicates that some of the most
powerful cleavage-forming interests have pre-
ferred an independent arm’s-length relationship
with political parties. The most eye-catching
finding is, however, that the entire new social
movement sector in all its variable incarnations
has not connected at all to Western European
party systems. In other words, the entire spec-
trum of the protest movements from the 1970s
onwards, ranging from the anti-nuclear and eco-
logical movements to the peace movements and
anti-globalization activists, have not connected
formally with political parties. 

While many New Politics parties had
consolidated their presence in Western European

Table 33.2 Collateral organizations of Western European parties
(1960–89)*
Type of organization N %%

Youth 1287 24.1
Women 1036 19.4
Trade unions 656 12.3
Other 512 9.6
Leisure 491 9.2
Education 472 8.8
Self Help 281 5.3
Media 244 4.6
Middle Class Interests 147 2.8
Religion 144 2.7
Agrarian 69 1.3

Total 5339 100

*counts of collateral organizations per year over a 30-year period.

Source: Poguntke, 2000: 135
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party systems by the late 1980s, they still lacked
organizational connectedness to important ele-
ments of their core constituency. To be sure, this
can be explained to a large extent by the specific
organizational nature of the new social move-
ments and the behavioural dispositions of their
activists, who tend to be sceptical about party
politics (Dalton, 1994: 227; Poguntke, 1992:
244–54). Furthermore, it is also a reflection of the
organizational philosophy of New Politics par-
ties, which regarded themselves as the natural
party political ally of the movements and hence
tended to regard it as superfluous to create
ancillary or affiliated organizations in order to
connect to the new social movements. Still, the
failure of this new party family to create its own
organizational periphery left it electorally
exposed to the mobilization cycles of the new
social movement sector.

New Politics parties are not unique in their
lack of organizational roots. All parties that
originated after World War II and that have no
clear pre-war organizational ancestor are united
in their almost complete lack of formal ties to
collateral organizations. While it is not entirely
surprising that these latecomers could not con-
nect to the major cleavage-forming interests
since they emerged long after the ‘full mobiliza-
tion of electoral markets’ (Lipset and Rokkan,
1967), it is nevertheless remarkable that they
also invested very little energy in creating some
of the standard collateral organizations such as
youth or women’s organizations. To be sure,
this would have been superfluous in some
cases: Green parties have such a strong commit-
ment to the women’s movement that a separate
ancillary or affiliated organization would have
appeared meaningless – just as some agrarian
parties never developed formal links to agrarian
organizations. And as Greens are increasingly
turning ‘grey’ (and into more conventional par-
ties), we are seeing the first Green youth organi-
zations. By and large, however, the findings
show that new parties, quite independent of
their ideological orientation, have tended to
follow an organizational strategy which distin-
guishes them from traditional parties: they con-
centrate on the core political organization of
the party and invest little energy in creating the
organizational periphery which is typical of
parties that lived through the heyday of the
mass party (Poguntke, 2000: 131–61; 2005). 

Parties and new social movements

The organizational limits to formal ties between
political parties and new social movements

have already been addressed. Yet, the new
social movements of the 1970s and 1980s
played a crucial role in changing Western party
systems. As mentioned above, the emergence of
a new family of New Politics parties (now mainly
referred to as Green parties) is intimately related
to a very high level of protest mobilization in
most Western democracies. Sustained by under-
lying shifts towards postmaterialist values and
fuelled by the resistance to the so-called old pol-
itics agenda of economic growth and military
strength (Hildebrandt and Dalton, 1978; Baker
et al., 1997), an alliance of different movements
sharing a broad and fairly unspecific vision of
what the world should look like first mobilized
against the growth of nuclear power generation
and then expanded into a general ecology
movement (Rucht, 1994; Dalton and Kuechler,
1990; Kriesi et al., 1995). When NATO decided
in 1979 to deploy a new generation of interme-
diate-range nuclear missiles in Western Europe,
the movements found a new focal point and
protest mobilization reached unprecedented
levels in many Western European countries. By
and large, established parties found it difficult
to address the issues raised by the movements,
which eventually led to a growing prepared-
ness among many movement activists to
engage in party politics themselves. In other
words, the structural inability of established
parties to reconcile their traditional political
goals with the new agenda resulted in the
emergence of a new party family, and the new
social movements were to a very substantial
degree the driving force behind this (Kitschelt,
1988; Müller-Rommel, 1985, 1989; Poguntke,
1987).

A closer look at the first generation of Green
party elites shows that they had almost invari-
ably gained their initial political experience as
activists in the new social movements. Since
Green parties grew out of the movements, their
initial party programmes were little more than
a reflection of the central concerns of the
various new social movements. In return, large
parts of the new social movements regarded
the newly founded Green parties as their
natural ally in the realm of party politics and
provided them with electoral support. In a
nutshell, the Green parties surfed into many
Western European parliaments on a wave of
high new social movement mobilization.
Initial electoral success tended to upstage some
of the inherent problems of this ‘symbiotic’
party–movement relationship. New social
movements are, by definition, weak interest
aggregators, which tend to integrate and mobi-
lize support by advertising maximal solutions,
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such as the immediate closure of all nuclear
power stations – a demand that became the
hallmark of all Green parties emerging in the
late 1970s and early 1980s. As Green parties
were increasingly drawn into the normal party
political game of negotiation and compromise,
new social movements tended to find it diffi-
cult to accept that their primary goal was now
only one among several important political
objectives the Green party wanted to pursue.
Inevitably, friction occurred and movement
support for the Greens became less reliable. As
a consequence, Green parties and new social
movements began to move apart, reasserting
their separate identities, not least when Green
parties began to assume executive responsibil-
ities, first at local and regional levels and then,
finally, in national governments (Müller-
Rommel and Poguntke, 2002). Partially a result
of this, but also because they had succeeded in
establishing themselves as credible political
actors in many countries, the electoral perfor-
mance of Green parties was only moderately
affected when movement mobilization
declined noticeably in the late 1980s and 1990s
(Müller-Rommel, 2002). 

COLLATERAL ORGANIZATIONS
AND SOCIAL CHANGE 

When the catch-all strategy was beginning to
generate electoral benefits in the 1960s, more
and more large parties began to reach beyond
their core constituencies and establish contacts
with relevant interest organizations. The very
essence of this strategy, that is, the attempt to
move out of clearly defined social subcultures
and establish contacts with as many relevant
social interests as possible, required that such
contacts should remain non-exclusive and
hence non-formalized. At the same time, how-
ever, all Western European parties maintained
existing formal ties to different kinds of collat-
eral organizations. Consequently, longitudinal
analysis shows that there has been virtually no
change in the number of collateral organiza-
tions formally linked to parties in Western
Europe between 1960 and 1990 (Poguntke,
2000: 155). A more detailed analysis using a
standardized measure of the strength of these
organizational linkages yields similar results:
while there has been a modest decline in link-
age through collateral organizations connect-
ing parties to external interests, linkage
through internal collateral organizations has
compensated for this modest erosion. Overall,

the picture is one of great stability (Poguntke,
2000: 168–9). The data show little difference
between parties that originated as cadre and
mass parties, which is a powerful indication of
the adaptive pressures generated by the mass
party model. Clearly, there was a contagion
from the left (Duverger, 1964: xxvii). 

The more refined measure shows again that
new parties are virtually without formal orga-
nizational linkages, which makes these parties
more vulnerable to electoral fluctuation.
Empirical analyses have shown that parties
with strong organizational linkages to society
have more stable electorates. This is also true
for linkage through a party’s own membership
organization: large memberships are positively
associated with stable electoral results, and a
growing membership tends to go together
with electoral gains (Poguntke, 2005: 56–8).
Party elites can reach out to their electorate
through their own membership organization
as individual members act as disseminators of
the party’s message within their own social
context. Members of collateral organizations
can fulfil similar functions, advertising the
party’s views in their community and, to a
degree, communicating grievances back to
their organizational elites who will then for-
mulate appropriate demands vis-à-vis party
elites. Clearly, this is a simplified depiction of
complex processes of interest articulation and
aggregation but it describes the basic mecha-
nism that was mentioned in the introduction to
this chapter: policy pledges are exchanged for
organizational support in stabilizing and/or
mobilizing voters for a given party.

There is a price to be paid for support by
collateral organizations: strong ties to strong
collateral organizations limit the freedom of
manoeuvre of party elites. This applies not
only to the few but conspicuous examples of
strong ties between parties and trade unions or
the Catholic Church. It is generally true for all
kinds of collateral organizations. Even ancil-
lary organizations, that is, organizations that
are fully integrated in the main party structure,
will provide an organizational arena for dis-
senting views and a potential power base for
rebellious counter elites. A more differentiated
organizational structure and more representa-
tion of ancillary or affiliated organizations in a
party’s main decision-making bodies will
increase the likelihood of programmatic or
strategic moves being blocked by alliances of
veto players. 

Essentially, this means that party elites of
new parties have, by and large, more strategic
flexibility than their colleagues in traditional
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parties when it comes to repositioning their
party. Furthermore, their electoral disadvan-
tage is declining as the substantive strength of
organizational linkages is declining across the
board. Clearly, the enormous stability of for-
mal ties between party organizations and
various types of collateral organizations
reflects the continuing relevance of such link-
ages for traditional parties. As societies have
become socially more diverse (van Deth, 1995),
however, these organizations have found it
increasingly difficult to maintain their attrac-
tiveness. On the one hand, ever fewer people
fall into neat social categories such as the classic
manual worker, who has nothing to lose but
his chains, or the archetypal church-going
Catholic farmer in Southern Europe (Streeck,
1987. 474–82; Wessels, 1991: 457; Rucht, 1993:
271ff.; Katz, 1990: 145). And even those who
still belong to these groups may have far more
independent views than in the past, not least
because, with the advent of the mass media,
information is no longer controlled by social
elites (Poguntke, 2000: 56ff.). Whereas these
organizations are still important mobilizers
and aggregators, their overall role has clearly
declined. Many have suffered membership
decline, while others have become internally
more pluralistic. To be sure, the apparent sta-
bility of linkage via collateral organizations
conceals, to a degree, their diminishing sub-
stantial importance. Still, they have in most
cases remained important allies for party elites,
which explains that organizationally mediated
linkage has remained so staggeringly stable.
After all, as long as mutual benefits outweigh
the problems caused by increasing heterogene-
ity, both party and organizational elites have
no reason to terminate exclusive relationships.
The few conspicuous cases where close links
between parties of the left and the trade unions
have been severed indicate, however, that a
point can be reached where a formerly benefi-
cial symbiosis turns into a liability (Alderman
and Carter, 1995; Richards, 1997: 30ff.;
Svåsand, 1994a: 315; Webb, 1992: 35; 1994: 115;
Widfeldt, 1997: 91).

Overall, then, the organizational anchorage
of Western European party systems has clearly
declined over the past decades. First, the grow-
ing vote share of new parties without signifi-
cant ties to collateral organizations means that
the aggregate anchorage of party systems has
been reduced. Second, traditional parties have
managed to maintain most of their ties to
different types of collateral organizations but
their capacity to ‘deliver’ votes and interest
aggregation has suffered due to ongoing

processes of social differentiation. Finally, there
is every indication that democratic latecomers
in Southern and East-Central Europe have
developed party systems which, by and large,
lack the social foundations which gradually
eroded in traditional Western European party
systems. The result is an increasingly pluralistic
system of interaction between organized inter-
ests and party politics, a system that increas-
ingly resembles the pattern familiar from the
United States.
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INTRODUCTION

Clientelism is a term which describes the
distribution of selective benefits to individuals
or clearly defined groups in exchange for polit-
ical support (although as we shall see below,
there are a range of more precise definitions).
Clientelism occupies a curious position in the
scholarship on party politics, and there is a
degree of confusion over its relationship to the
electoral process. On the one hand, it appears
to be associated with pre-modern social con-
texts and is therefore connotated with cultural
and economic ‘backwardness’. On the other
hand, clientelistic dynamics can frequently be
found in the most apparently advanced socio-
economic contexts, as attested by the abundant
scholarly literature on ‘pork-barrel’ political
exchange in the contemporary United States.
Moreover, the confusion is exacerbated by the
wide and diverse range of political exchanges
which can be accommodated by the concept of
clientelism.

The first objective of this analysis is therefore
to present a more precise conceptualization of
clientelism. It will then proceed to examine the
origins and modalities of political clientelism,
and assess its implications for party democracy.

CONCEPTUALIZING CLIENTELISM

Stripped down to the essentials, clientelism is
a form of personal, dyadic exchange usually
characterized by a sense of obligation, and
often also by an unequal balance of power
between those involved (see Eisenstadt and
Roniger, 1984: 48–9; Piattoni, 2004). This

definition reflects the origins of the concept as
a descriptor of hierarchical patron–client rela-
tionships in traditional rural societies (Piattoni,
2001a: 9). These relationships involve ‘the
patron providing clients with access to the
basic means of subsistence and the clients reci-
procating with a combination of economic
goods and services (such as rent, labor, por-
tions of their crops) and social acts of deference
and loyalty’ (Mason, 1986: 489). In other
words, clientelism is a way of describing the
pattern of unequal, hierarchical exchange char-
acteristic of feudal society, in which patrons
and clients were tied to durable relationships
by a powerful sense of obligation and duty.

This kind of ‘notables’ clientelism (Tarrow,
1967) – which is also referred to as ‘old clien-
telism’ (Weingrod, 1968) – survived into the
modern democratic age in many parts of the
world, and therefore became enmeshed in
the dynamics of electoral politics. In clientelistic
contexts patrons, or their agents, stand for elec-
tion and their clients vote for them, sometimes
out of a general sense of obligation and attach-
ment, sometimes as part of a specific exchange
for services rendered or promised. Either way,
voting behaviour is a function of a personal-
ized and instrumental view of political partici-
pation: voters simply use their vote to sustain
their patrons, thus earning the patrons’ protec-
tion and help. Voters neglect the broader polit-
ical consequences of their electoral choices,
and representatives elected through clientelis-
tic mechanisms cannot credibly claim a man-
date to pursue a broad programme of public
policies. Moreover, the rigid and unchanging
nature of traditional clientelism undermines
the ‘feedback’ function of electoral politics,
making alternation in political power an
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artefact of elite decisions (as, for example, in
the turno pacífico of late nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century Spain, or the trasformismo of
Italy in the same period).

In some cases, clientelism has evolved into
something quite different from this kind of tra-
ditional social exchange. Studies of postwar
Italy in particular have suggested the emer-
gence of a ‘new clientelism’ (Tarrow, 1967;
Weingrod, 1968; Caciagli and Belloni, 1981), in
which political behaviour is still characterized
by patterns of exchange, but of a new kind.
Socioeconomic modernization brought greater
geographical mobility and urbanization, higher
levels of education, the replacement of agrarian
by industrial employment, and the decline of
traditional rural elites. These developments
weakened traditional patron–client ties, which
made way for new forms of exchange. Organized
political parties, with relatively bureaucratized
structures, replaced landlords and local nota-
bles as patrons. Clients, enjoying higher living
standards and less instinctively deferential,
demanded more immediate material benefits in
exchange for their votes. In this new, ‘mass
party’ clientelism, patrons have to ‘buy’ votes
by distributing concrete excludable benefits and
favours to individual voters or groups of voters.
In the Italian context this is referred to as the
‘vote of exchange’ (Parisi and Pasquino, 1979;
Katz, 1986).

This new clientelism shares some of the fea-
tures of the old. The relationship is still instru-
mental, and the benefits provided to clients are
still largely private and excludable. But there
are also important differences. First, the rela-
tionship is less hierarchical, more ‘democratic’.
There remains an imbalance of power, in that
the patron has control over resources that the
client needs, but there is less of a sense of def-
erence and dependency on the part of the
client, who feels increasingly free to use her
vote as a commodity to be exchanged for what-
ever maximizes her utility. Second, as a result
of this less hierarchical and personalized con-
text, the new clientelism is more conducive to
fluidity and change in electoral behaviour,
opening up possibilities of greater competition
and elite turnover.

The differences between these two types of
clientelism are significant enough to under-
mine the precision of the concept. The client
who votes automatically for her patron out of a
sense of deference, and the implicit and impre-
cise promise of protection and aid, is a very
different social actor from the client who shops
around for the patron who offers the best deal,
and may even switch patrons if the flow of

benefits dries up (see Allum, 1997). The old
clientelism is very much a form of social and
political exchange, in that it ‘involves the prin-
ciple that one person does another a favor, and
while there is a general expectation of some
future return, its exact nature is definitely not
stipulated in advance’ (Blau, 1964: 93). The new
clientelism instead resembles ‘economic’ or
‘market’ exchange, in which the client seeks to
maximize utility irrespective of any sense of
obligation towards or identification with
another actor. Gellner (1977: 5–6) draws the
distinction with striking clarity:

Economic benefits are, at least ideally, calculable,
noncommital and single-shot: hence an economic
operation is isolable, and does not need to give rise
to any permanent relationship. . . . By contrast, the
long-term imponderables which are being
‘exchanged’ in a political relationship, ipso facto
give a much deeper colouring to the links between
the parties to the transaction.

Although clientelism will rarely be exclusively
of one kind or another, the extent to which
‘economic’ dynamics prevail has major impli-
cations for party democracy. If the only reason
for supporting the party is a direct economic
exchange which excludes feelings of loyalty or
ideological affinity, there is little to anchor the
clientele to the party if benefits are not forth-
coming. This opens up the possibility of politi-
cal instability and upheaval, rather than the
continuity or even stagnation more often asso-
ciated with clientelistic political systems.

WHY CLIENTELISM?

It is difficult to measure the role of clientelism in
party politics in a given political system accu-
rately (Wantchekon, 2003). Some statistical
analyses, particularly for the United States, have
studied budgetary allocations across territory in
order to estimate the flow of selective, exclud-
able benefits to particular localities (for exam-
ple, Stein and Bickers, 1995; Frisch, 1998).
However, such analyses focus on benefits to
groups of varying size, and can rarely detect the
kind of personalized, one-to-one exchange that
is characteristic of much clientelistic politics.
Most of our knowledge and understanding of
clientelism in its most personalized form there-
fore comes from case studies which have used
an ethnographic approach to identify the pres-
ence of clientelistic dynamics (for collections of
such work, see Gellner, 1977; Eisenstadt and
Lemarchand, 1981; Eisenstadt and Roniger, 1984;
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Piattoni, 2001b). Such case studies, naturally
enough, select on the dependent variable, leav-
ing us with little basis on which to assert that
some political systems are more clientelistic
than others. However, it is broadly held that
advanced Western democracies are less clientelis-
tic than developing countries, and that amongst
the advanced democracies, those in Northern
Europe and in the English-speaking world are
the least clientelistic, although there is little in
the way of hard comparative evidence to back
up these claims.

A variety of explanations have been
advanced to account for this apparent varia-
tion in clientelism across nations (for extensive
reviews see Piattoni, 2001a, 2004). Structural
explanations identify long-standing institu-
tions and patterns of behaviour which prevent
political systems from breaking out of practices
of clientelistic exchange. Most famously,
Putnam’s (1993) account of the varying perfor-
mance of regional governments in Italy
explained corrupt and clientelistic party poli-
tics in terms of the presence or absence of
reserves of social capital. In some regions (in
the Centre and North), traditions of ‘civicness’,
originating in early experiences of representa-
tive political institutions in the medieval
period, established a pattern of associational-
ism and collective action which formed the
basis for public interest-oriented behaviour by
voters once electoral democracy took root. In
these areas, citizen participation in the political
process is motivated by a sense of responsibility
towards the community, and the electoral
process revolves around competing packages
of collective goods. In the ill-governed South of
Italy, in contrast, no such civic tradition has
been established, and citizens find it hard to
overcome collective action problems. As a
result, voters do not trust political parties to
provide collective goods, and tend instead to
seek selective, private benefits in exchange for
political support (see Banfield, 1958, for a classic
description). For Putnam, the absence of a tra-
dition of ‘civicness’ is the prime cause of clien-
telism: without such a normative compass,
citizens will tend to see the democratic process
as an opportunity to win excludable benefits
for themselves, and political parties will see it
as their job to allocate such benefits in
exchange for votes. Similar normative assump-
tions underpin the classic interpretations of
‘machine politics’ in American cities, where
clientelism was directed at ‘working class
people, especially immigrants unfamiliar with
American ways and institutions’ (Banfield and
Wilson, 1963: 118).

This view has been roundly criticized for its
determinism, as well as its alleged empirical
inaccuracy (Levi, 1996; Sabetti, 1996). Putnam’s
interpretation of Italian history fails to account
for a number of inconsistencies, and also fails
to consider the role of socioeconomic marginal-
ity (Pizzorno, 1971) in depressing civic endeav-
our in the geographically isolated South.
Putnam’s broad-brush, structuralist approach
is countered by other scholars who have
placed greater emphasis on historical contin-
gency and strategic interaction. Martin Shefter
(1994) has argued that the extent of clientelistic
mobilization by political parties is a function of
the sequencing of the process of democratiza-
tion: in countries where political parties and
competitive elections emerged before the cre-
ation of an autonomous bureaucracy, politi-
cians could exploit the resources available in
the state administration for partisan ends, allo-
cating public jobs on political grounds (to
party activists and loyal voters). Filippo
Sabetti’s (2000) analysis of the emergence of
the Italian state shows that the process of insti-
tutional design and development is complex
and multidimensional, and that the failure to
decisively implant ‘good government’ in Italy
was a contingent outcome rather than the
inevitable result of its historical legacy. Simona
Piattoni (2004) has countered deterministic
views of clientelism and its origins by employ-
ing game theory to explain how the process
of clientelistic political exchange can lead to
a variety of outcomes, including the (more
or less) optimal provision of public goods by
government.

Given the difficulties involved in identifying
and measuring clientelism, it is unlikely this
debate can easily be resolved. Both the struc-
turalist and the strategic interpretations of
clientelism run into serious theoretical and
empirical problems. Reductive determinism,
especially analyses such as Putnam’s which
see political systems as ‘doomed’ (Sabetti,
2000) to clientelism by distant events such as
medieval conquests, lacks an adequate account
of the mechanisms through which structures
are reproduced and maintained. Strategic
explanations, in contrast, neglect the role of
structure in defining the ‘games’ within which
actors develop their strategies. Empirically,
structuralist theories need to account for the
persistence of clientelism in supposedly virtu-
ous England until well into the nineteenth cen-
tury (O’Gorman, 2001), and for the extensive
evidence of apparently vibrant ‘civic’ behav-
iour in the Italian South at various times since
the medieval period (Sabetti, 2000). Strategic
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analyses need to show that the abundant
evidence of clientelistic dynamics in postwar
Italian parties, and the lack of such evidence for
the Swedish parties, for example (Papakostas,
2001), can indeed be explained in terms of the
peculiarities of strategic choice, rather than the
very different socioeconomic conditions in
which democracy developed in the two coun-
tries. Up to now there has not been enough
systematic comparative-historical research to
resolve these uncertainties.

VARIETIES OF CLIENTELISM:
PATTERNS OF EXCHANGE IN

ELECTORAL POLITICS

On a practical level, clientelism manifests itself
in a variety of ways, depending on the kinds of
resources available to patrons, and the kinds
of citizen demands that have to be met. In
the most traditional contexts, clientelism
could draw on age-old reserves of loyalty and
deference, so that patrons could obtain politi-
cal support from their clients without provid-
ing too many concrete benefits. Banfield’s
famous study of the Southern Italian village of
‘Montegrano’ in the 1950s found that ‘just
before elections the Christian Democratic party
distributes small packages of pasta, sugar, and
clothing to the voters’ (1958: 26). In situations
of dire poverty, such gifts may be enough to
buy votes, particularly if there is a pre-existing
foundation of deference towards the patron.
The patron–client relationship in the rural con-
text is not strictly reliant on the distribution of
specific material benefits, however: for Tarrow
(1967: 68), the patron is ‘a support in time of
famine, his advice will be formally sought
before marriages and land purchases, and he is
asked for recommendation in the peasant’s
frequent encounters with the bureaucracy’.
Where this type of ‘old’ clientelism is well
entrenched, the establishment of democratic
politics will be conditioned by the local nota-
bles’ mediating role between voters and the
state. Patrons become proprietors of ‘packages’
of votes, and are able to trade these votes with
the leaderships of the political parties, linking
themselves with a larger network of clientelistic
relationships. This kind of party organization
compromises the cohesiveness and durability
of the political party: factionalism and weak
leadership authority are likely to result.

The ‘new’ clientelism, characteristic of more
economically advanced settings, is subtly differ-
ent in its impact on party politics. Whilst the

local notables of the ‘old’ clientelism are sources
of political legitimacy in and of themselves, the
local party bosses in the ‘new’ clientelism have
far less autonomy. Notables can conceivably
change their political affiliation without com-
promising their relationship with their clientele,
since what matters for voters is their continued
willingness to provide protection and assis-
tance. Local party leaders in the ‘new’ clien-
telism are far more dependent on their party
affiliation to maintain their clienteles, and are
therefore less inclined to change parties. The
‘machine politics’ of the American cities in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries illustrates
this point. Banfield and Wilson’s (1963: 118–19)
description of the big city machines in the 1950s
shows how the party representatives are
embedded in a formal organization with its
own hierarchy and career structure: 

the job of the precinct captain is to get out the vote
for his party’s slate . . . [he] is chosen by and works
under the direction of a ward leader, usually an
alderman or elected party official . . . . It is up to
him to . . . dispense the larger items of patronage,
favors, and protection to those who have earned
them. . . . Captains are often ‘payrollers’, that is,
they have appointive public jobs that they could
not get or keep if it were not for the party . . . . The
hope that the party will in due course run them for
alderman keeps these captains at work.

In the new clientelism, the patron is the party
organization, rather than any individual
within it. Clientelistic favours are distributed
by members of the party organization, who in
turn receive authorization for this activity from
the upper tiers of the party hierarchy.
Clientelism therefore becomes bureaucratized,
and less personalized, although the personal
contact between party representatives and
individual voters remains important for main-
taining the relationship. In this respect, mass
party clientelism is a significant departure
from notables’ clientelism.

The new clientelism is consistent with inter-
nal party cohesion and formalized chains of
command. Indeed, the case of the Italian
Christian Democrats in the 1950s and 1960s
shows that clientelism can be a key tool of party
institutionalization. DC leader Fanfani used
clientelism to overcome the party’s dependence
on external interest groups and bureaucratize
its organization, establishing systematic pat-
terns of resource distribution through the party
structures. Since the party controlled the key
spending ministries in Rome, local party bosses
on the ground needed to cement close ties with
national leaders in order to gain access to the
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clientelistic benefits they distributed to their
voters. This system, over time, became quite
sophisticated, and similar techniques were also
adopted by the Italian Socialists after they
became a mainstay of government coalitions in
the early 1960s.

The new clientelism is closely associated
with the expansion of the economic and social
role of the state. In traditional contexts, the state
often has a more limited role, particularly in
regard to its expenditure. Notables are often
deployed by their clients to help with the
bureaucratic requirements of the state, such as
conscription, rather than to access material ben-
efits. As the state’s role has expanded in much
of the world to involve a detailed regulation of
economic activity and the provision of a wide
range of financial benefits (welfare and pen-
sions, industrial and agricultural subsidies,
public housing) and public services (education,
health), the parties governing the state have
had a greater ability to manipulate and channel
these resources in exchange for political sup-
port. Often, the parties seek to make the criteria
for the access to resources deliberately opaque,
in order to enhance the discretionary nature of
the distribution and extract greater political
returns (Tanzi, 2000; Golden, 2003). Once again,
the Italian case is one of the best-documented:
standard practices ranged from strictly partisan
allocation of jobs in the state-run postal service
or railways, to the selective distribution of
bogus sickness pensions and a variety of subsi-
dies and development projects of questionable
utility. Similarly, in Spain, the Socialist party
established a rural employment subsidy (the
PER – Plan for Rural Employment) which was
directed at its own electoral strongholds in the
South, and which gave local mayors a large
degree of discretion over the allocation of the
money (Hopkin, 2001: 128).

The growth in the role of the state has also
led to a vast expansion in state personnel,
which in many cases has been exploited by
political parties to give jobs to their activists
and supporters – what Lyrintzis (1984), in his
analysis of the Greek case, calls ‘bureaucratic
clientelism’. A high profile example of this is
the case of Jacques Chirac’s tenure as mayor of
Paris, during which his party allegedly gave
‘no show’ council jobs to a number of activists
who actually continued to work full-time on
party business. In Austria, jobs in the state
bureaucracy have been routinely allocated on
the basis of party affiliation (Mueller, 1989). The
Spanish Socialist Party, which won power in
1982 at a very early stage in its organizational
development, by 1987 had appointed around

25,000 new state functionaries, bypassing the
public administration’s normal recruitment
procedures; many of these jobs went to party
supporters (Hopkin, 2001: 126). Although
patronage in the allocation of state jobs can be
extensive, it cannot alone underpin a clientelis-
tic electoral strategy, and, in the European case
at least, it seems to have been deployed most
often to shore up party organizations by pro-
viding salaries for committed party workers
and facilitating party control of policy imple-
mentation. To this extent, clientelism may play
an important role in bolstering the institutions
of party democracy.

CLIENTELISM AND PARTY
DEMOCRACY

Most scholars have stressed the negative impli-
cations of clientelism for party democracy.
Positive interpretations, noting clientelism’s
ability to link political representatives to citi-
zens, and to provide a mechanism for ensuring
‘constituency service’ (Cain et al., 1987) and
party response to immediate citizen needs, have
been far less common. The main reason is that
the use of the vote as a currency to buy material
benefits subverts the obstensible purpose of the
electoral process in a representative democracy.
Many populist conceptions of democracy envis-
age that citizens cast their votes in terms of their
own understanding of the ‘public interest’, and
that the most widely shared view of this public
interest will inform political decision-making
through the workings of the representative
institutions. In fact, this idealized view is con-
ceptually problematic, as the social choice liter-
ature has shown: according to Kenneth Arrow’s
‘impossibility theorem’, there is no adequate
decision rule for aggregating individual prefer-
ences, and therefore no way of establishing
what the ‘public interest’ actually is (Arrow,
1951; see also Schumpeter, 1994). This problem
strengthens the case of liberal theorists who dis-
miss notions of collective interest and instead
stress the sovereignty of individual choice in
electoral politics (for the liberal–populist dis-
tinction in democratic theory, see Riker, 1982).

From a populist position, clientelism is criti-
cized because it gives primacy to the distribu-
tion of individual, selective benefits to citizens,
to the detriment of the provision of collective
goods. Most populist theories emphasize
equality of access to the political process, and
the very unequal distribution of benefits in
clientelism violates this principle. To take one
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example, the expansion of the welfare state in
clientelistic polities has led to a wide range of
inefficiencies and injustices, with some individ-
uals and groups benefiting disproportionately
at the expense of others, for the sole reason that
their votes were deployed in clientelistic
exchange. Moreover, if votes are cast purely in
terms of the benefits received, then this leaves
governing parties free to disregard popular
opinion in all policy decisions which do not
relate to the direct allocation of resources in
exchange for votes. For this reason clientelism
has often been associated with authoritarian-
ism. Liberal theorists are less concerned with
the inequality of outcome characteristic of
clientelistic resource distribution. However,
liberal theory does tend to stress equal citizen
rights, and therefore liberals can object to clien-
telism on the grounds of the differential access
to the political process that results from clien-
telistic exchanges. A further liberal objection is
that clientelism has often involved the exten-
sive deployment of government resources to
satisfy clienteles, which implies heavy govern-
ment intervention in private property rights in
order to raise the necessary revenues. In short,
clientelism is generally an unwelcome phe-
nomenon from the point of view of mainstream
normative democratic theory.

The picture is more ambiguous from the
point of view of the practical implications of
clientelism for democratic politics. Clientelism
has been associated with both excessive conti-
nuity and violent change in party systems. The
examples of Italy and Austria provide a neat
illustration of this ambiguity: until the 1990s
both countries were widely perceived as being
locked into an immovable party system cartel
by the mechanisms of patronage, clientelism
and interparty collusion (Mair, 1997). But in the
1990s, both party systems underwent turbulent
changes (spectacularly so in the case of Italy),
changes which were widely interpreted as the
result of voter protest against the clientelistic
party cartels. However, periods of stifling conti-
nuity followed by abrupt change have also been
noted in apparently far less clientelistic party
systems (for instance, the UK). There is little
strong comparative evidence to blame clien-
telism for the difficulties facing party democ-
racy in advanced industrial democracies.

Clientelism is essentially a variant of ‘special
interest politics’ – a mechanism through which
political parties and their representatives
can obtain political support in exchange for
selectively allocating benefits through state
institutions. In many ways, it gives less cause
for concern than the opaque money-raising

practices of many contemporary parties which
are willing to tailor public policies to corporate
interests and various other lobbies in exchange
for money. Corrupt party financing subverts
citizen equality by allowing the wealthy to buy
political favours which redistribute further
advantage to them. Clientelism instead often
allocates benefits to the least privileged, and
since these clients often have little more than
their vote to trade, the redistributive conse-
quences of any specific clientelistic exchange
will tend to be less significant. However, mass
party clientelism on a large scale is ultimately
both inegalitarian (because it does not respond
to universalistic criteria) and economically
unsustainable (because it feeds a continuing
demand for redistribution). The case against
clientelism as a form of linkage in party
democracy therefore remains strong.
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INTRODUCTION

In the USA the Republican Party gained unified
control of national government in 2002. Soon
thereafter, party leaders began to push for poli-
cies that would promote private competition
with government programs – school vouchers
that would enhance the growth of private
schools, a health care plan that would help pri-
vate insurance companies compete with
Medicare, federal aid to faith-based charities that
might enable them to compete with national
welfare programs, and a plan that might enable
private mutual fund companies to compete with
the national pensions system. Republicans
claimed that these were vigorous new ideas that
would improve the quality of services, while
Democrats charged that they were recycled
attempts to dismantle the welfare state.

Regardless of whether these ideas were new,
they were expedient for electoral politics. School
vouchers appealed to African-Americans and
Latinos trapped in poor inner-city schools
and to traditional Catholics, all of whom
were traditional Democratic constituencies.
The Republicans’ health care plan would
expand coverage for prescription drugs for the
elderly, another traditional Democratic bloc.
Not only did each of these programs appeal to
Democratic voters – they were also centered in
a policy domain that the Democrats had long
been perceived to dominate.

School vouchers were not only politically
expedient in dividing the Democratic coalition,
but also consistent with long-time Republican
preferences for small government and

competition. In contrast, the prescription drug
benefit plan was consistent with the party’s
long-standing commitment to competition, but
inconsistent with the party’s opposition to
entitlement programs of the welfare state.
Many Republican legislators complained that
their party had sold its ideology for the votes
of the elderly.

Political parties package and promote ideas
for the political system. Their platforms serve
as repositories for ideologies. There is consid-
erable continuity in party ideologies and pro-
grams from one election to another, although
party positions are not frozen. Moreover, many
types of political parties advocate similar ideas
in different countries: Christian Democratic
parties, Socialist parties, and Green parties, for
example, frequently share platform elements
and may cooperate across country lines. In
some cases, political parties provide aid to sim-
ilar parties in developing countries, including
help with manifestoes and policy proposals.

PARTY IDEOLOGIES AND IDEAS

The earliest accounts of political parties often
described individuals bound together by
common ideas. Edmund Burke defined the
party as a body of men ‘united, for promoting
for their joint endeavours the national interest,
upon some particular principle in which they
are all agreed’ (Burke, 1889). Most textbooks
argue that parties form to advocate policy
ideas. Kernell and Jacobson (2003), writing of
the American case, argue that the first parties
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were created as temporary expedients to allow
like-minded citizens to promote their shared
vision of the common good.

Under this conception, policies and ideologies
are the reason why parties exist. Many scholars
have described ideologies as central to parties.
A party’s ideology is seen as a ‘characterization
of a belief system that goes to the heart of a
party’s identity’ (Mair and Mudde, 1998: 220).
Carver (2004: 9) suggests that ideologies are ‘an
agenda of things to discuss, questions to ask,
hypotheses to make’. Political ideologies portray
the true essence of parties, as in ‘what they are’,
as Mair and Mudde (1998: 220) put it, not in
what they do. A political party without an ideol-
ogy would have no base for existence, and could
not perform any task in the political context
since ‘ideologies in this sense represent the core
identities of parties and provide blueprints of
alternative solutions for current problems of
societies’ (Volkens and Klingemann, 2002: 144).

Yet other scholars argue that parties are
merely coalitions of individuals seeking to con-
trol government (Downs, 1957). Under this
conception, political ideologies are ‘means of
obtaining votes’, and parties choose ideas and
ideologies to maximize their share of the pop-
ular vote, or to perhaps create a minimum win-
ning coalition of parties. Downs’ seminal
analysis sought to predict optimal party ide-
ologies based on the electoral system and the
distribution of the voters’ preferences.

Yet even if parties adopt ideologies only to
gain votes, they may still have an incentive to
maintain a relatively constant set of issues
across elections. Downs suggests that parties
may adopt consistent platforms in order to con-
vince voters of their reliability (Budge, 2003).
Volkens and Klingemann (2002) suggest that
parties may lose supporters if they dramatically
change their manifesto, and that an ideology
provides parties with a fundamental force for
continuity. Moreover, ideologies are tools that
parties can use not only to attract votes but also
to motivate activists and to form bridges with
non-party organizations. Ideologies provide a
conceptual map to politics for party leaders,
activists, and voters to interpret campaigns and
issues. They reduce the information costs asso-
ciated with sorting out party positions on many
concrete issues (Budge, 1994).

For all of these reasons, most political parties
can be identified with at least some ideological
elements, and often with a general ideology.
These ideologies vary in their specificity, and
they may evolve over time, but parties do not
usually greatly change their positions on the
left–right dimension (Budge, 2003). Thus the

durable dimensions of ideological differences
between parties have been the focus of most
research (Lijphart, 1990).

Parties may be seen as the repository of
ideologies, but they are also the short-term
carrier of ideas. The specific policy ideas debated
by parties will vary across countries and in
between election cycles. In the USA and Europe,
political parties today debate methods to com-
bat terrorism, an issue far less salient on
national agendas just 5 years earlier. As most
Western nations face the eventual retirement of
a significant segment of its working population,
debates over the best way to finance these retire-
ments have arisen in some but not all countries.
Party issue positions must change as societies
face new problems.

The specific ideas that parties choose to
implement their ideologies and attract voters
come from many sources. Social movements
and interest groups may develop policy propos-
als and insert them into the political dialogue.
Research institutes, think tanks, and academics
may recommend policies. Many political parties
have their own research arms to help them
more thoroughly develop their agendas (the
Konrad Adenauer Foundation for the Christian
Democrats in Germany, for instance).

In recent years, political consultants have
played a role in selecting specific policy ideas
for the political parties. In 1994, the Republican
party in the USA offered a ‘Contract with
America’ that included ten specific policy
pledges, some (but not all) of which were
implemented when the party gained control of
Congress. The specific items were chosen from
a list through focus groups and careful polling.
Consultants helped the British Labour Party
develop its agenda in the 1990s, and are work-
ing in new democracies to form agendas for
parties and candidates.

However policy ideas originate, they are
linked to the political agenda by political parties
in elections. When countries face difficult deci-
sions, political parties can articulate and debate
alternative solutions, and elections can then
lead to a societal decision. Political parties typ-
ically carry these ideas across several election
cycles, although it is not unusual for parties to
coopt specific ideas offered by other parties in
order to eliminate the issue in the campaign. 

CLEAVAGES IN PARTY SYSTEMS

The sources of party ideologies are generally
thought to lie in socially ordered cleavages.
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Political parties often represent groups that
actively contest with others over the distribu-
tion of material goods or values. These cleav-
ages vary across societies, although scholars
have sought to identify the most common
ones. Seymour Martin Lipset and Stein Rokkan
(1967) produced one of the earliest and most
influential typologies. The authors identified
four main cleavages around which groups
and parties mobilize: center–periphery, state–
church, land–industry, and owner–worker.
They argue that these cleavages reflect in part
a solidification of conflicts that date from
40 years earlier. The cleavages were ‘frozen’ into
the party system, and thus survived despite
social change. Later research has repeatedly
confirmed the continuity of these cleavages:
Knutsen (1988: 349) concludes that ‘the old
structural cleavages in the Lipset–Rokkan
model still have the strongest impact in most
Western democracies’.

Other scholars have proposed differing lists
for the major ideological dimensions of party
systems (Taylor and Laver, 1973; Dodd, 1976;
Harmel and Janda, 1976). Lijphart (1990) iden-
tified eight dimensions within party systems,
including socioeconomic, religious, cultural–
ethnic, urban–rural, regime support, foreign
policy, and postmaterialism. These dimensions
were generally identified by non-quantitative
analysis, based primarily on Western European
party systems.

However frozen these cleavages may have
been, social change in the decades subsequent
to Lipset’s and Rokkan’s analyses has thawed
the cleavage structure, created new cleavages,
and elevated the importance of some cleavages
while reducing that of others. In Western
Europe, religious cleavages have declined in
importance, as societies became more secular.
The platforms of Christian democratic parties
have changed to accommodate this seculariza-
tion. Yet religion remains an important source
of division, for Knutsen shows that in Norway
in the 1980s religion remained the second
largest factor in predicting party identification.
In Canada, although religion remained a sig-
nificant source of voting in 1980, it was not a
significant predictor of fidelity in voting over
time (Irvine and Gold, 1980). Yet in the USA,
many observers have described the emergence
of a new cleavage based on religiosity that
emerged in the 1990s (see Wilcox and Larson,
2004, for a discussion).

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s class cleav-
ages appear to have become less salient in
Western Europe and the USA, and cultural
cleavages more important. The materialist–

postmaterialist dimension identified by
Inglehart (1977, 1990) has emerged in most
Western democracies. Inglehart argued that as
voters came to take material well-being for
granted, politics would come to hinge on con-
flicts over expressive values. Klingemann et al.
(1994) modify the original Lipset–Rokkan typol-
ogy to add this new cleavage. Postmaterialist
values are reflected best by the emergence of
left-libertarian and Green parties, and in the
discussion of issues of gender, sexual identity,
civil liberties, and the environment by many
existing parties. In many cases postmaterialism
has not spawned new parties but instead trans-
formed the platform of existing parties, as the
Democratic Party in the USA has moved from
an emphasis on labor issues to one that stresses
the environment, women’s equality, and liber-
tarian positions on abortion and gay rights.

Of course, not all cleavages in a society are
translated into political parties, and thus some
issues are depoliticized rather than incorpo-
rated into party ideologies. Electoral systems
may help to limit the number of political par-
ties that can compete effectively, thereby limit-
ing in turn the number of cleavages that can be
represented by the parties. Zielinski (2002) has
argued that in the new democracies of Eastern
Europe, the parties that survive the early elec-
tions help to determine which cleavages are
politicized. He argues that class conflict may
be precluded in some cases by the constellation
of parties that solidify after the initial shake-
out. Cleavages may become politicized as new
parties emerge or depoliticized as older parties
disappear. Other types of organizations besides
parties may press issues into the party system
(Lawson and Merkl, 1988).

PARTY MANIFESTOES 
AND IDEOLOGIES

For most political parties, ideologies and ideas
are embodied in party platforms, manifestoes,
and programs. These official party statements
contain some mix of ideological statements,
abstract principles, broad goals, and specific
policy proposals. Party manifestoes provide
scholars with an indication of both abstract
party ideologies, and narrower, concrete
policy proposals to implement that ideology.
Manifestoes may remain unchanged for sev-
eral years, although they are routinely revised
and published before or during election cam-
paigns. Manifestoes generally stress the impor-
tance of various policy areas, and sometimes
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also contain promises to potential voters about
policies that the party will pursue if granted
the reins of power. The promises are concrete
representations of the broader ideological
principles that the parties have staked out.
(A notable exception is the USA, where plat-
forms bind no one. In 1996, after the Republican
platform committee rejected a tolerance plank
on abortion, party nominee Bob Dole announced
that he had not read the platform, and did not
intend to.)

It is also important to note that there are often
important ideological cleavages within parties,
so that manifestoes often represent compro-
mises between contending party elements. This
is especially likely in catch-all parties that may
seek a broad appeal across several social groups.
Although not all party factions are ideologi-
cally based, many truly are.

Most party manifestoes retain the same gen-
eral ideological principles for significant periods
of time, even when parties change their names
and organizational structures. In the aftermath
of the fall of the Soviet Union, Western European
communist parties adopted new names but
made few changes in their general ideological
stance (Mair and Mudde, 1998: 221).

At the same time, rational vote-seeking par-
ties will adjust their positions to respond to
shifts in the voters’ preferences and in response
to the positions of other parties. Moreover, as
circumstances change, new issues are thrust to
the fore of politics. The war on terrorism
sparked by the September 11, 2001 attacks on
the USA presented political parties in Britain,
Spain, Poland, Germany, and elsewhere with a
new issue that did not fit neatly into previous
pronouncements.

Sometimes these new issues fit very poorly
into previous ideological cleavages. In the USA,
the 2004 ruling of the Massachusetts Supreme
Court that the state must permit gays and
lesbians to marry confronted the Republican
Party with a choice between its abstract ideo-
logical commitment to states’ rights, and its
more recent abstract commitment to conserva-
tive Christian social policy. The similar issue of
civil unions (PACS) in France cut across party
lines to unite Gaullist President Chirac with the
Socialist Prime Minister Jospin.

Over longer stretches, even the general prin-
ciples of parties change. In the USA, the
Republican Party accepted the welfare state in
the 1950s, but by the 1980s had launched an
assault on its key programs (Shafer, 2003). At
times, parties abandon their general principles
in pursuit of more centrist policies, resulting in
‘catch-all parties’ (Kirchheimer, 1966). In Europe,

this is most commonly ascribed to former
socialist parties that seek to keep some ties
to workers while appealing more broadly to
middle-class voters. The British Labour Party
is a case in point, finally returning to power
after it modified its platform to appeal to more
middle-class concerns, while retaining vestiges
of its working-class roots. It is often argued
that most Latin American party systems center
around large, catch-all parties (Dix, 1989; but
see Coppedge, 1998).

In other cases, parties may undergo pro-
found changes, dropping key ideological ele-
ments or more from their manifestoes. After the
collapse of the Soviet Union many Eastern
European communist parties faced severe pres-
sures, yet most did not disappear as many had
predicted. In the Czech Republic the party
made few changes in its ideology or policy pro-
posals, and has dwindled to a small, marginal-
ized entity. In Slovakia, the SDL restructured
and adopted a shifting ideological stance that left
it open to charges of inconsistency. In Poland, the
party reemerged as the Social Democracy of
Poland, which supported continued economic
reforms but promised more competent admin-
istration. Finally, the Hungarian Socialist Party
reemerged as the defender of the social safety
net (Grzymala-Busse, 2002).

In some federal countries such as the USA and
Canada, the same political party may take very
different positions in different states or provinces
(for a somewhat different example, see Chhibber
and Petrocik, 1990). In the USA, some state party
platforms include planks that are quite extreme,
and even bizarre. In 1988 the Washington State
Republican platform called for the end to ‘mind
altering techniques’ in the public schools, and
opposition to ‘New Age Movement philosophy,
including reincarnation, mystical powers, Satan
worship, etc. as introduced in the textbooks of
our education system’ (Hertzke, 1993: 167–8).
In Virginia, the 1994 platform embraced the
state’s ‘colonial, Confederate, and American her-
itage’ and stated that ‘to ensure that military
firearms suitable for militia be readily available
to twentieth-century militia in Virginia .. . semi-
automatic rifles are twentieth-century milita
firearms’ (Rozell and Wilcox, 1996).

The written manifestoes of Western
European political parties have been systemat-
ically analyzed by the Manifesto Research
Group. Their analysis coded the statements in
the programs into one of 54 separate policy
domains, and then calculated the percentage of
all statements that focused on this policy. Their
analysis resulted in some 20 policy dimen-
sions, making it difficult for even the most
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imaginative scholar to visualize party locations
(Budge et al., 1987).

Yet ultimately Budge (2001) chose to project
this complexity onto a single left–right dimen-
sion. A variety of different methodologies
confirm that the left–right dimension is a satis-
factory representation of the space in which
parties compete, and that it is understood by
party elites and to a lesser extent by voters (for
a summary, see Budge, this volume).

Moreover, different methodologies seem to
come to similar conclusions about the place-
ment of parties on this single, underlying
dimension (Gabel and Huber, 2000). Thus
Huber and Inglehart (1995) collapse ten specific
concepts to create the left–right dimension.1
They overlap but are not identical to the ten
concepts that Thomas (1980)2 had employed.

There is little doubt that this single dimen-
sion simplifies reality – most modern democra-
cies have both economics and values conflicts
that are not perfectly correlated with one
another. As Huber and Inglehart (1995: 90)
note: ‘it is an amorphous vessel whose mean-
ing varies in systematic ways with the under-
lying political and economic conditions in a
given society’. Dalton (1996) reports that left–
right self placement by voters in Western
democracies is correlated with different sets of
issues in different countries. In many countries,
including Sweden, the Netherlands, Norway,
Finland, and France, it is highly correlated
with economic issues. In Spain, West Germany,
the Netherlands, and the USA abortion attitudes
are also strong predictors. In most nations post
materialist values are also sources of left–right
self-placement.

In the case of Latin America, Coppedge
(1998) argues for the need to include both a
left–right and a religious–secular dimension to
sort out the various parties. But most scholars
see the analytic payoff of a single dimension as
outweighing that disadvantage. In addition to
simplifying many statistical problems, the
single left–right dimension makes visualizing
party space far simpler.

It is important to note that not all parties are
focused on ideology. In Latin America and
Africa, many parties center on individual lead-
ers (personalized parties), and others are clien-
telistic. Personalism and clientelism are not
incompatible with ideology, and indeed some
parties that are vehicles for strong leaders are
quite ideological. Yet in Latin America, some
countries appear to have largely ideological
parties, and others have largely non-ideological,
personalistic, and clientelistic parties (Coppedge,
1998).

POLITICAL PARTY FAMILIES

Political parties are often categorized into
ideological families (Seiler, 1980; Beyme, 1985),
although this is not always a straightforward
procedure (Mair and Mudde, 1998; Volkens
and Klingemann, 2002: 158; Beyme, 1985).
Most typologies have emerged from historical
analyses of European party systems (Mair
and Mudde, 1998), but some attempts have
also been made to include parties from other
political systems (Seiler, 1980; Ware, 1996;
Alexander, 1973). Parties can also be grouped
based upon their membership in international
federations according to the federation’s
requirements and updating of lists. However,
some parties may belong to more than one
federation, when sharing more than one exclu-
sive ideological position.

Typologies based on party families do not
precisely translate into ideological classifica-
tion, because even within ideological families
there is a range of issue emphases and even
issue positions. Within families, different par-
ties have drifted in different directions (Volkens
and Klingemann, 2002). The list below identi-
fies major families of parties that are commonly
identified.

Communist parties

Occupying the far left of the ideological spec-
trum, communist parties have generally
sought to expand state control of the means of
production and increased benefits for workers.
These parties trace their ideological roots to
Karl Marx’s Communist Manifesto of 1848, and
in the early 20th century many sought to
destroy the capitalist system. They advo-
cated revolutionary overthrow of govern-
ments and the establishment of a dictatorship
of the proletariat.

Early in the 20th century many communist
parties in different countries allied themselves
with the Soviet Union, but over time many
began to criticize Soviet foreign policy, and in
some cases the domestic policy of Stalin. In
response, many communist parties moved to
accept the rules of liberal democracy and
sought instead to influence public policy.
When included in governing coalitions, com-
munist parties tried to increase government
ownership of key sectors of the economy, and
to expand the social welfare state, including
education and health care. They also generally
advocated peace and disarmament, claiming
that capitalism was the source of most wars.
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Today the ideas portrayed by parties
belonging to the communist family deal mainly
with social, political and economic equality in
society: the ultimate goal, as Vincent (1995: 86)
states, is ‘to regulate human consumption in an
egalitarian manner’. As the standard of living
has increased for workers throughout Europe
and elsewhere, communist parties have changed
their names, and in many cases reconstituted
themselves. They have faced competition on the
left from Greens and socialists, and have faced
dwindling support in much of the world.

Socialist parties

Socialist parties have generally comprised the
largest leftist parties in most democracies.
Socialism shares common ideological roots
with communism, but many socialist parties
have explicitly distanced themselves from
communist parties. Socialist parties have
been more willing to accept democracy and
elements of a market economy. The typical
manifestoes of socialist parties have ‘incorpo-
rated demands for the extension of democratic
suffrage, trade union rights, parliamentary
reform and social justice for working people’
(Vincent, 1995: 89).

Socialist programs have focused on expand-
ing state intervention in the economy, on the
social welfare state, progressive taxation, and
peace and disarmament (Beyme, 1985). In
many European countries – France, Spain,
Italy, Greece, and some Scandinavian countries –
socialist parties have altered their ideological
profiles sufficiently to be labeled ‘new left’ by
some observers. Recently, in Britain (under
Tony Blair) and Germany (under Gerhard
Schröder), socialist parties have moved sharply
to the center, resembling in some ways the US
Democratic Party more than perhaps their
socialist counterparts in other countries.

Left-libertarian parties

Left-libertarian parties take a postmaterialist
stance on economic and social issues. They
oppose the emphasis of right and left parties on
economic growth at the expense of other values
such as the environment. They support more
egalitarian policies but are critical of the
bureaucratic welfare state, which is thought to
stifle participation and autonomy. They reject
the consumerist values of the market economy,
focusing instead on values stemming from
communities, civil society, etc. (Kitschelt, 1988).

Left-libertarian support comes from
younger, better-educated voters from the
middle class with leftist values. Supporters and
sympathizers also tend to support peace move-
ments, environmental movements, feminist
movements, and gay and lesbian rights move-
ments. It is the issues promoted by these move-
ments more than the traditional economic
issues that motivate supporters of left-libertarian
parties.

Lacking a coherent economic agenda, left-
libertarian parties are vulnerable when existing
parties (especially socialist parties) incorporate
some of their postmaterialist policy goals into
their manifestoes. Left-libertarian parties
have also struggled to define their role in rela-
tion to the official party system, for they
have characteristics of social movements that
are especially attractive to their members.
Nonetheless, as parties they still seek to win
seats in elections.

Green parties

Green parties are perhaps a subset of left-
libertarian parties, but their focused environ-
mentalist goals might mark them as a distinctive
family in their own right. Green parties fre-
quently articulate not a coherent ideology,
but rather a network of values derived from
leftist and postmaterialist positions. Green
movements and parties have arisen in reaction
to environmental destruction and threats. In
particular, Green supporters promote issues
that deal with health and the environment, as
indicated by their emphasis on the relation-
ship between the individual and his or her
surroundings.

Green parties began with a narrow focus on
environmental policies, hoping that respect for
the environment or the peaceful cohabitation
with endangered species would soon become
new political issues for the political arena. To
broaden their appeal, they needed to develop
‘people-oriented issues’ (Beyme, 1985: 131).
Eventually Green parties sought to reject key
assumptions of the economic system that were
considered to be the cause of environmental
degradation. In many countries they also came
to reject affluence, unequal distribution of
power, and social status as the basis of inequality
(Kitschelt, 1988: 225).

Green movements experienced difficulties in
transforming from political movements into
political parties. Some activists supported
the transition, arguing that political parties
were essential to gain influence over political
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decisions, but others argued that political
parties were inherently corrupt and that they
embodied elements of social structure that
were incompatible with Green ideals. While
Green movements remained outside the party
system they could offer critiques of that
system, but once they joined the ranks of polit-
ical parties such critiques were problematic
(see the disagreement between Realos and
Fundis in the German Green Party).

In other cases, the decline of Green ideas in
the early 1990s, about two decades after their
emergence, was simply the final result of a
‘convergence of generational change and polit-
ical economic decline’ (Kitschelt, 1988: 226).
The conditions that allowed the development
and successful expansion of the movement
gradually receded, undermining the context in
which the green ideals had proliferated. Still
present in the party systems of many European
countries, the Green parties are nowadays
fragmented and divided regarding a possible
conciliation between their ideals and the
economic reality: another obstacle to their
electoral reemergence in the future.

In the USA, the nascent Green Party suffered
a setback in 2000, when nominee Ralph Nader
won tens of thousands of votes in Florida to
help elect Republican candidate George W.
Bush. Bush was clearly far less ‘green’ than
Democratic nominee Al Gore, whose book
Earth in the Balance articulated a strong envi-
ronmental stance. The winner-take-all electoral
system in the USA resulted in an interesting
anomaly, as major Green interest groups such
as the Sierra Club and Friends of the Earth
spent millions encouraging their members to
vote against the Green Party and for the
Democratic nominee.

Liberal parties

Liberal parties are usually positioned slightly
right of the center in the left–right spectrum,
and can move in either direction to attract
votes. This potential advantage has inherent
risks, since parties from the left and right fre-
quently accuse liberal parties of lacking core
principles, and of changing their manifestoes
solely to win votes. Although in the USA
‘liberalism’ is associated with bigger govern-
ment and more economic regulation, the family
of European liberal parties promotes smaller
government, less state regulation of the econ-
omy, and a free market economy.

Today, the main features of traditional liberal
parties are ‘religious tolerance, free inquiry,

self-government, and the market economy’
(Kirchner, 1988: 3). The relative importance of
these elements depends upon the specific
country the scholar considers. At the core of
liberal ideology is the belief that individuals
have rights and needs that are distinct from
those of society at large, but worthy of respect.
This leads to support for limited government,
including a smaller welfare state. In their sup-
port for progress, tolerance, and the free
market (Vincent, 1995), liberal parties have
struggled with the issue of equality. This has
been a particularly complicated issue for
German liberals in their coalition decisions.

Christian democratic parties

Christian democratic parties are typically the
largest right-of-center parties, formed in the late
19th and early 20th centuries in Europe in part
as a reaction to secularization and liberalism
(Beyme, 1985). Initially, all Christian democratic
parties had ties to established churches, provid-
ing a useful infrastructure. In many countries,
Christian democratic parties draw from both
Catholic and Protestant voters, although at
times competing parties have appealed for the
votes of these two religious constituencies.

Christian democratic parties have tradition-
ally supported the capitalist economic system
but also regulation and taxation of business.
Their religious basis has led to support for a
strong welfare state to protect the poor. They
have stressed law and order programs in times
of social unrest, and have emphasized the
importance of moral traditionalism and a
respect for the institutions of the state. Petrocik
(1998) has argued that the US Republican Party
has attained some of the characteristics of a
Christian democratic party, minus the support
for social welfare and business regulation.

New right parties

At the far right of the spectrum are new right
parties. Although new right parties often are
historically linked to fascist and Nazi parties,
most have disavowed this heritage. New right
parties continue to stress nationalism and a
national identity that is often starkly con-
trasted to the values of new immigrants. The
new right appears to do best in societies that
are deeply divided on values and have a polar-
ized party system (Volkens and Klingemann,
2002: 153), where there are many conservative
citizens who have low levels of interpersonal
trust (Wilcox et al., 2003).
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New right parties have sought to expand
their issue agenda, and their programs now
include support for economic liberalism and a
free market economy. Many oppose key ele-
ments of the social welfare state. Although in
the past rightist parties called for state central-
ization, they now call for a reduction in state
control of the economy.

Supporters of new right parties are usually
well-educated citizens who are disappointed
with the conservative parties in their countries
(Kitschelt and Gann, 1995: 14). New right par-
ties also endorse religious values, and draw
support from religious citizens. As Europe
faces ongoing waves of immigration, new right
parties continue to find support, through the
‘use of diffuse public sentiments of anxiety’
(Betz, 1994: 4) vis-à-vis possible instability.

CONCLUSIONS

Political parties serve as repositories for ide-
ologies and ideological fragments, maintaining
similar tendencies and manifesto elements
across many election cycles. Party manifestoes
vary on many dimensions, but these differ-
ences can usually be projected on to the
left–right dimension in ways that permit
meaningful comparison. Although parties do
change ideologically between elections, they
usually retain a general ideological tendency.

Parties also serve as carriers for narrower
policy ideas. As societies face new problems,
parties propose solutions and adopt solutions
proposed by others, and debate these solutions
in electoral campaigns. In this way elections
can serve to choose among ideas. Parties often
carry ideas for several years, but they are more
easily changed than ideologies.

Entire families of parties may share a
common set of ideological elements and policy
proposals. This is true both because parties
communicate across national boundaries, and
because similar types of cleavages arise in many
societies, allowing for the creation of similar
parties. The similarity of political ideas that par-
ties represent in different political systems ulti-
mately confirms the validity of a possible
idea-based typology, beyond country-specific
electoral systems.

NOTES

1 Economic or class conflict, centralization of
power, authoritarianism vs. democracy, isolation

vs. internationalism, traditional vs. new culture,
xenophobia, conservatism vs. change, property
rights, constitutional reform, and national
defense (Huber and Inglehart, 1995: 78, Table 1).

2 Nationalization and control of means of produc-
tion, government role in economic planning, dis-
tribution of wealth, providing for social welfare,
secularization of society, extension of the fran-
chise, electoral system, party government, gov-
ernmental centralization, and reform vs.
revolution (Thomas, 1980: 350–3).
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INTRODUCTION: BASIC QUESTIONS

Parties not only carry ideas but focus them into
a specific programme for the medium-term
development of society. These programmes
have ideological roots in Marxist and socialist
writings, Judeo-Christian doctrine, market-
based neo-liberalism, nationalism or tradi-
tional conservatism. Parties apply these
ideologies to the issues of the day in order to
generate preferred solutions, which they advo-
cate in election campaigns as one way of
attracting or consolidating their vote.

Ideologies serve not only to suggest solutions
to issues but also, and perhaps even more
importantly to filter out those that parties
emphasize and those they ignore. The number
of potential issues which might be taken up in
a given society is vast – notionally the number
of individuals living in it multiplied by the
number of their concerns. Of course, individual
concerns overlap, and many are dealt with by
other means than politics – markets or churches
for example. Nevertheless the potential over-
spill into politics is enormous. A prime purpose
of party ideology therefore is to indicate what
topics deserve attention and which do not –
given that constraints of time and attention, as
well as the simplifications involved in appeal-
ing to a mass audience, severely limit the num-
ber that can be discussed.

Not only can a class-based ideology, for
example, serve to identify the ‘important’ class-
related issues which should be dealt with, it

also gives a guarantee that these will appeal to
habitual and potential supporters of the party
who will have been originally mobilized by a
class-based appeal. The same can be said of all
the party families discussed above. All base
their appeal on clusters of ideologically related
issues which then define the choice situation
faced by voters in the election. Parties and their
ideologies thus serve an important function for
electors as well as governments: they structure
the public choices electors make, rendering
them manageably simple – and of course, on
the reverse side, strongly restricting choice,
sometimes to the extent of being accused of
ignoring the ‘real’ issues of the time. 

If parties compete only on a limited number
of super-issues to which specific issues of
the campaign are ideologically related and
squeezed down, the question then arises of
how these super-issues themselves relate to
each other. Some parties (e.g. socialists and
Christians) may advocate more government
intervention to solve social problems such as
homelessness, while others (e.g. neo-liberals
and conservatives) oppose this in the name of
market and social freedoms. It is easy to see this
confrontation as arising from one fundamental
disagreement, about the scope of government
intervention in society, on which different par-
ties can be placed at different positions. Not
only is the idea of reducing passing issues to
this fundamental disagreement helpful in sim-
plifying choices and letting us decide where
we are in relation to the parties. It also per-
mits us to develop a simple one-dimensional
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spatial ‘map’ of politics (cf. Figure 36.2) which
specialists can then use to measure changes in
party positions during and between elections –
indeed, not only changes in party positions but
also changes in electoral preferences.

Such a simplification is clearly an immensely
useful tool for political scientists, not least in
allowing for straightforward measurement
of ideological and policy positions. Strong
substantive doubts remain, however, as to
whether all the complexities and nuances of
party politics – or even all the important ones –
can be captured so simply. Indeed, for many
outside the field, the reduction of all politics to
one dimension of difference is not so much
useful simplification as simple-mindedness.
Objections have taken two major forms: policy
space is not one- but many-dimensional, or –
more radically – political complexities cannot
be mapped spatially at all. 

Most of this chapter is taken up with dis-
cussing these points in the context of available
theory and evidence about parties, electors and
their interactions. Before going on to review
the history of this debate it is as well to note
one fundamental question about the purpose of
our spatial and dimensional analyses. Is it to
uncover the ‘real’ dimensions or super-issues
underlying contemporary debate, as used and
perceived by all the participants in it? Or is it to
devise a useful analytic tool, which may not
exactly mirror the ‘real’ political situation but
gives plausible and useful results nonetheless?
Answers to these questions are interrelated but

it is useful to keep the two apart and be sure
about which we are addressing in the often
tangled debate about dimensionality.

Figure 36.1 summarizes many of the points
made above. It shows how both parties and
electors face problems in translating their pri-
vate preferences into the public space defined
by party policies as relayed above all by the
media. The elector has to decide how her
private preferences for a quiet and orderly neigh-
bourhood, personal prosperity, good health
and better schools for her grandchildren can be
expressed by a choice between Liberal, New
Labour, Christians and Greens. This is a hard
translation. It is important to realize that it is a
translation and that electors do not think
instinctively in terms of the public choices
available.

Parties, too, have to make a translation – how
to define their private desires (e.g. for office or a
theocratic state) into an acceptable public posi-
tion that will not repel votes. Other thresholds
are involved in policy-making. ‘Objective’ or
‘background’ developments help define current
issues of concern but may not be reflected
directly in the public space: for example, an
increase in unemployment may stimulate
demands for greater government efficiency and
hence job-cutting. Public policies, especially
those which seem to have won elections, affect
the government policies which are imple-
mented but perhaps not in a one-to-one way
given problems of implementation or the
absence of information about cause and effect.

Public Policy
Space

4

Background
Developments

2

Outcomes
5

Party
Preferences

3
Electors Private

Preferences

1

Figure 36.1 Inputs to public policy space
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In what follows we will be concerned mainly
with the ways in which the public policy space
itself is conceived and measured. But both of
course are inevitably influenced by its dependen-
cies on the other spaces shown in Figure 36.1,
even if its internal structures are to some extent
autonomous. 

HISTORICAL DEBATES

Public policy has been a key focus of political
science since the Greeks. The idea that it could
be represented and measured spatially was,
however, popularized mostly by Anthony
Downs (1957), drawing on earlier suggestions
by Hotelling (1929) and Smithies (1941).
Though Downs’ Economic Theory can for the
most part be expressed non-spatially (Budge
and Farlie, 1977: 102–30) its most memorable
representation is the one shown in Figure 36.2.
Where preferences and policies for more or less
government intervention are arrayed along a
single dimension of electoral preferences peak-
ing in the middle there would only be scope for
two parties to compete. To get a majority and
hence form a government, office-seeking
parties will converge in policy terms during
the election campaign on the preference of the
median elector. The winning party will be the
one closest to the electoral median and has an
incentive to translate that preference into
public policy in order to maintain a credible

position at the next election. Figure 36.2 provides
the basis for a spatial version of government
mandate theory, the main contemporary justi-
fication for representative democracy. It thus
became the focus for much mathematical mod-
elling in the rational choice tradition over the
last 40 years (see Enelow and Hinich, 1984;
Coughlin, 1992).

The representation also covers the type of
policy parties will adopt in elections which
will affect their subsequent behaviour in gov-
ernment. In this connection Downs proposed a
contrasting spatial representation of a multi-
party system (Figure 36.3) where parties did
not converge but held on to their existing votes
and policy position. Consequently no party got
a majority to form a single-party government
and electors were deprived of the ability in
influence government policy, not knowing
which coalition government would form – a
critique often subsequently applied to multi-
party systems based on proportional represen-
tation (cf. Powell, 2000).

Downs’ spatial representations were devel-
oped analytically and supported with anecdo-
tal evidence. The vast expansion in election
surveys of the 1960s and 1970s prompted
many researchers to investigate empirically
how electors pictured policy space and located
themselves in it. Computer developments
aided this: general-purpose scaling programs –
both factor-analytic and non-metric – became
widely available and could be applied to ques-
tions about the closeness of electors to parties
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Figure 36.2 Downs’ model of two-party competition: vote-seeking parties converge on the median
elector’s position under certainty about policy positions
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(for a review, see Budge and Farlie, 1978).
In general such analyses produced two-
dimensional policy spaces, the main dimen-
sion being indeed a class-based left–right one,
but with another religious–moral dimension
cross-cutting it. This result seemed to corre-
spond more to the enduring cleavages identi-
fied by Lipset and Rokkan (1967) at the base of
European party systems (class, religious, centre–
periphery) rather than the one-dimensional
space assumed by Downs (1957). 

The ‘real’ dimensionality of public policy
space assumed wider theoretical importance
because of the rediscovery by Arrow (1951) of
Condorcet’s problem of cylical voting majorities
(Table 36.1); see Condorcet (1975). Under demo-
cratic voting rules unstable majorities like those
shown in the table are always possible. Stable
majorities can be guaranteed, however, if there
is a one-dimensional distribution of preferences.
Indeed, a driving motive behind Downs’ choice
of a one-dimensional representation for his
argument was precisely the need to guarantee a
stable majority (Downs, 1957: 67–8: see also
Black, 1958). Conversely, McKelvey (1979) and
Schofield (1985) demonstrated that there was no
guarantee of stable majorities emerging in any
n-dimensional space for n ≥ 2.

Though Niemi (1969, 1983) showed that the
actual probability of cycles emerging in multi-
dimensional spaces was low, debate focused
on the need to avoid them altogether. This,
together with the methodological criticisms
that could be made of survey-derived spaces
(see below), fuelled renewed interest in one-
dimensional solutions. These had first, how-
ever, to meet the influential objection made by

Stokes (1966), that Downs’ space cannot give a
comprehensive or even a useful representation
of election politics because it misses out the
major issues which are generally ‘valence’ in
nature rather than ‘positional’. By positional
Stokes means ones where parties take up grad-
uated ‘pro’ and ‘con’ positions (e.g. for and
against government intervention). The more
important issues, he argued, are ‘valence ones’
where there is only one position available –
corruption, for example, where you must,
electorally, be against it. Who also could fail to
support peace?

This objection was met by Robertson (1976).
His Theory of Party Competition innovated in
two ways. First it used written texts (British
party manifestos) rather than surveys to derive
a policy space. Secondly, it dealt with the
valence objection – in a way which was sup-
ported by the handling of issues by the parties
themselves in their manifestos – by suggesting
that all issues were ‘valence issues’ in the sense
of having only one generally approved posi-
tion associated with them. On tax, for example,
it is theoretically possible to be for or against.
To advocate higher taxes is such a potentially
suicidal position however that parties will in
general only talk about cutting them. Some
parties (market liberals, for example) have
better credibility on tax cutting than, for exam-
ple socialists, and hence will emphasize the
importance of ‘their’ tax issue in an election
while others downplay it – seeking instead to
convince electors of the importance of (increas-
ing) welfare. By counting emphases (sentences
or words) of a manifesto on opposing issue
categories such as ‘tax’ and ‘welfare’ it is thus
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Figure 36.3 Downs’ model of multi-party competition: immobility of parties at each mode of the
distribution of preferences under certainty about policy positions
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possible to characterize parties’ policies quite
precisely and construct theoretically based left–
right spaces in which to put them and to mea-
sure their movements over time (cf. Figure 36.4
for the US parties, 1948–2000). A whole series
of studies based on post-war manifestos and
platforms in around 50 post-war democracies
were carried out by the Manifesto Research
Group (Budge et al., 1987, 2001, 2006; Laver
and Budge, 1992; Klingemann et al., 1994).
These used policy spaces both in particular
domains and at a general left–right level to
examine not only party movements but also
their relationship to electoral preferences,
government functioning and policy outputs –
usually measured within the same spaces.
Attempts have been made to computerize
these procedures. This would enable spatial
analysis to be applied to a much wider range of
documents (including legislation), but they
remain at an experimental stage for now (Bara,
2001; Kleinnijenhuis and Pennings, 2001; Laver
and Garry, 2001; Laver et al., 2003).

MAJOR EMPIRICAL FINDINGS OF
SPATIAL AND DIMENSIONAL

ANALYSES

It is clear that discussions about space and
dimensionality have been driven by a mixture
of theoretical, conceptual, measurement and
substantive concerns, powered by develop-
ments in computer technology. This has been
very fruitful in developing the field and per-
haps serves as a model for cumulative research
in other areas of political science. What have
been the major substantive findings to come out
from the research? What are their implications

for our conception of party politics, for our
understanding of dimensionality and for our
future use of spatial analyses themselves?
Taking these questions in order we can say the
following:

1) Spatial analyses have shown most spatial
theories of party behaviour proposed during
the 1960s and 1970s not to be upheld by their
evidence. This applies above all to minimum
winning and policy proximity theories of
government coalition formation (Budge and
Laver, 1992: 416–17). The major positive find-
ing about governments has been that the
median parliamentary party participates in
80% of them (van Roozendahl, 1990, 1992;
Budge and Laver, 1992: 415–20; Müller and
Strøm, 2000: 563–9). This has given rise to
alternative theories of median party domi-
nance in policy-making (van Rozendahl,
1990, 1992; Laver and Shepsle, 1996;
McDonald et al., 2004).

2) In general, winning party policy positions
have been shown to influence government
ones (McDonald et al., 1999) and to match
changes in final policy outputs. Given the
inertia of the latter, the exact nature of the
relationship remains to be explored. Mandate
theories of representative democracy do,
however, appear to be upheld by compara-
tive spatial research (McDonald et al., 2004).

3) At election level, spatial analyses have
shown parties not to converge (Budge, 1994;
Adams, 2001) but to maintain the same rela-
tive position over time even in pure two-
party systems (cf. Figure 36.4). Downs’
(1957) static model of party positioning in
Figure 36.3 thus seems a more accurate rep-
resentation of their behaviour than his better-
known convergence model (Figure 36.2).
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Table 36.1 The paradox of voting: Electors’ individually consistent preference orderings give rise
to cyclical and unstable majority choices
Preference orderings over Classic case of the
policy alternatives or paradox (% of Less extreme case of the
candidates electors) paradox (% of electors)
A → B → C 33.3 22.2
A → C → B 0 11.1
B → C → A 33.3 22.2
B → A → C 0 11.1
C → A → B 33.3 22.2
C → B → A 0 11.1
% voting to choose A over B 66.6 55.5
% voting to choose B over C 66.6 55.5
% voting to choose C over A 66.6 55.5

A, B and C represent three policy alternatives or candidates. The arrow → represents preferences as between
alternatives. Thus A → B → C stands for ‘A is preferred to B and B is preferred to C’.
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4) Party positions do not seem particularly
responsive to electoral preferences within
specific issue domains (McDonald et al.,
2004). But they do seem responsive within
a general left–right dimension (Adams
et al., 2004; McDonald et al., 2004). 

5) This finding has reinforced the growing con-
sensus that a unidimensional left–right
space is probably the best representation of
party-electoral space. As Roy Pierce (1999:
30), summing up 50 years of survey
research, puts it: ‘The issue to which they
[voters] …  give high priority … is the ideo-
logical super-issue … the Left–Right dimen-
sion on the European continent or the
liberal-conservative dimension in the United
States. Voter–party congruence on more spe-
cific issues, even those that are traditionally
linked to the ideological dimension, is much
more limited’ (see also Inglehart and
Klingemann, 1976: Klingemann, 1995).
Survey evidence on this point is reinforced
by analyses of party texts. Most of the
research cited above carried out parallel
analyses in multi-dimensional and unidi-
mensional left–right space (see in particular
Budge et al., 1987; Laver and Budge, 1992),
reaching the same broad conclusions in
both, but more clearly in left–right space.

Highly inductive comparative factor analy-
ses also reached the conclusion that a
left–right dimension dominated the policy
space (Budge et al., 1987: 293; Gabel and
Huber, 2000). In analyses of or around elec-
tions, a unidimensional left–right space thus
seems the right one to use, in terms of both
analytic convenience and of the way in
which parties and electors see the political
world at that time (though perhaps not at
other times: see Figure 36.6).

6) This conclusion has far more than analytical
consequences, for it takes us back to the
initial question of the whole debate over
dimensionality: is it possible to find an equi-
librium point round which a stable demo-
cratic majority can emerge (cf. Table 36.1)?
The median position guaranteed in a one-
dimensional policy space is such a point.
Perhaps, therefore, the structuring of the
space in left–right terms accounts for another
major finding from the empirical research
that has been done: few or no voting cycles
have been discovered. This confirms Niemi’s
(1969) point – not being able to guarantee
that a voting cycle will not appear is not
equivalent to expecting that it will appear fre-
quently. Generally cycles seem precluded by
the structuring of political debate.
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Figure 36.4 US parties’ ideological movements on a left–right scale, 1948–2000
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EMERGENCE OF THE MEDIAN

The growing confidence in the existence of a
median position has led to a growing exploita-
tion of its uses in spatial theory. Party conver-
gence on the median in a Downsian sense
(Figure 36.2) may not be present. But this is not
to imply that the median position may not
dominate in policy terms. To see why, we need
only consider Figure 36.5, which sets the stan-
dard power of the median argument in the
kind of left–right space which has now
emerged as empirically appropriate for demo-
cratic electors and parties. When distributed
along this kind of continuum, the relevant
actors prefer any policy closer to their own
position to any further away. This puts C, at
the median, in the most powerful position.
Actors both to Left and Right need C to form a
majority. C can thus bargain for a public policy
close to its own position, by threatening to join
the alternative majority if C does not get its
own way. Compared to the policy position of
its rivals on one wing, C’s position will be pre-
ferred by partners on the other wing whatever
coalition it joins. Thus C’s position will consti-
tute the point towards which majority-backed
policy always tends.

It is important to realize that this standard
‘power of the median argument’ applies both
to electors and policy-oriented parties. It is the
reason why the median is so often used as an
indicator of popular majority preferences
(Powell, 2000: 163–7: McDonald et al., 2004).
Without the median voter a knowable and
coherent majority cannot be formed, by defini-
tion. The same logic must apply to parties if
their internal discipline is tight enough for
them to be regarded as unitary actors. Even if
C is very small compared to other parties,
these still need C’s support to form a majority.
Just as in the electorate, party C can bring
policy close to its position by threatening to
defect to the opposing wing. Under majority
voting rules in a legislature, C is policy king.

The growing confidence in the applicability
of left–right space and therefore in the exis-
tence of a median actor in parliaments as well

as electorates has helped shift the focus in
policy-making theories from governments to
median parties (van Roozendahl, 1990, 1992;
Laver and Shepsle, 1996; McDonald et al.,
2004). An extension of this is to see representa-
tive democracy as based on a median rather
than a government mandate, leading to an
evaluation of electoral systems in terms of
whether or not they bring median elector and
median legislative party into line (McDonald
and Budge, 2005). This may improve the
democratic credentials of ‘consensus democ-
racy’ (Lijphart, 1999) and unify our ways of
looking at different ‘visions’ of democracy
(Powell, 2000). 

MEASURING LEFT–RIGHT SPACE

These theoretical advances stem from the ability
of empirical investigations to shed light on the
nature of the left–right public space shared by
parties and electors. To a major extent this is
created by the way parties choose to present
themselves to electors. Under representative
democracy electors have no choice outside the
alternatives offered by the parties. If these
choose to array themselves in left–right terms,
as they seem to do, electors have to evaluate
policies in these terms and vote for the party
positions offered to them. Election left–right
space is thus a party dominated space if not
entirely a party-defined one (see below). It is
not just projected or scaled down from elec-
tors’ policy spaces (Figure 36.1). Rather it is
projected from the party space at the right-
hand side of the figure into which electors have
to insert themselves. The primarily party-
based nature of public space is what justifies
basing measurements, even of electors’ prefer-
ences, primarily on the parties’ definition of
the situation (Kim and Fording, 1998). 

The growing realization that election space
is basically unidimensional left–right spurred
efforts in the 1970s to get electors to rate both
themselves and the parties on a 10- or 20-point
pictorial ‘ladder’ between these positions (cf.
Inglehart and Klingemann, 1976). The addi-
tional realization that parties were responsible
for creating the space and presenting it to elec-
tors led to the transfer of this technique to sur-
veys of party experts, who were asked to place
parties along such scales (Castles and Mair,
1984; Huber and Inglehart, 1995). Though
widely used, such placements had limitations
(Budge, 2000). In particular, they were entirely
static (McDonald and Mendes, 2001), being
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simply a quantification of the traditional classi-
fication of political parties into Communist,
socialist, centre, liberal and conservative fami-
lies. This rendered them irrelevant for study-
ing party movements between elections, as
shown in Figure 36.4, for example. 

One extension of expert judgements (Laver
and Hunt, 1992) was to create a multi-
dimensional party space on the grounds that
only this would be complex enough to represent
party policy differences properly. However, the
placements made in this expert survey along the
specific policy dimensions all relate strongly to
an underlying left–right continuum (McDonald
and Mendes, 2001: 141) – suggesting once again
that the latter is an adequate representation of
the space. (For a study of congruence between
party and electoral positions within such a
space, see Klingemann, 1995.) 

In so far as they can be compared, the differ-
ent attempts to ‘put parties in their place’
(Gabel and Huber, 2000) along the left–right
dimension, whether based on texts or on expert
judgements, concur substantially in their posi-
tioning. This result not only validates the
various scales as such but also the general idea
of a left–right representation of election space
(Gabel and Huber, 2000; Budge et al., 2001).

The content of left–right differences

The derivation of scales from party election
programmes has produced a specification of
the themes associated with left and right posi-
tions, respectively (Budge and Klingemann,
2001: 21–2). These are listed in Table 36.2.
While based on ideological writings, the list-
ings group themes which are focused on by

parties themselves in their programmes, over
some 50 post-war democracies. These fall into
three broad groupings on each side. Right-
wing emphases are broadly on freedom (with a
particular application to the economy), an
ordered society, and strong defence. The left
wants an extended sphere for government,
welfare and protection of labour, and peaceful
internationalism. These broadly opposing
positions are not linked with each other in
terms of strict logic, and in fact Christian par-
ties put together themes from both left and
right, landing up in a ‘centrist’ position as a
result. The themes are linked because ideolog-
ical writings and party policy documents on
both sides do put them together, seeing, for
example, worker’s interests being best served
by the creation of appropriate government
structures both at home and abroad.

Possible variations in 
dimensionality over time

Once we get away from the idea that there is a
real issue space out there, on an analogy with
physical space, it is possible to see the con-
stituent issues involved in left–right differ-
ences coming together at certain points notably
around elections – and being separated out at
other times, notably during the governmental
and parliamentary phases of representative
democracy. As has been emphasized elsewhere
in this volume, parties are unique linking insti-
tutions as they operate at different levels – both
among electors, in legislatures and in govern-
ments. However, they may not focus on all
these levels at the same time. Around elections
their dialogue may be primarily with the mass
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Table 36.2 Grouping theoretically left and right topics to form a text-based scale
Right emphases: sum of %s for Left emphases: sum of %s for
sentences mentioning: sentences mentioning:
Military: positive Decolonization
Freedom, human rights Military: negative
Constitutionalism: positive Peace
Effective authority Internationalism: positive
Free enterprise Democracy
Economic incentives Regulate capitalism
Protectionism: negative minus Economic planning
Economic orthodoxy Protectionism: positive
Social Services limitation Controlled economy
National way of life: positive Nationalization
Traditional morality: positive Social Services: expansion
Law and order Education: expansion
Social harmony Labour groups: positive

37-Katz-3336-Ch-36.qxd  11/22/2005  8:25 PM  Page 429



public, rendering it necessary to compress
current issues into one unidimensional left–
right space, as Pierce (1999) has noted.

During the inter-election period, however,
parties focus their attention on the legislative
and governmental arenas. The mechanics of
debate there are different, shaped by the insti-
tutional division of policy areas between min-
istries and the structuring of parliamentary
procedures around these. Foreign policy is
thus not normally discussed in relation to
internal social regulation, nor education in
close relation to health and welfare. Discussion
of each of these areas takes place within differ-
ent contexts and at different times (cf. Shepsle
and Weingast, 1981). The result is a likely split-
ting of the unified left–right dimension into
separate dimensions for each policy. As the
next election draws closer and debate broadens
out again to the mass public, these different
threads are again drawn together into a unified
left–right continuum. The resulting expanding
and contracting effect is illustrated in Figure 36.6.
(Less central issues, shown by lines at the edges
of the figure may just get totally ignored in the
election.)

It must be emphasized that this process is
conjectural and hypothetical, if plausible, at
this point. Whether the public space varies in

its dimensionality over time is, however, an
interesting research question which to our
knowledge has not yet been raised. Answering
it could get us away from sterile debates about
whether the ‘real’ public space is unidimen-
sional or multidimensional: it may be both, at
different times.

Even so, however, the suggestion here is that
the multi-dimensional space is not the
Euclidean one which gives rise to voting
cycles. Its essence, given by the ministerial
structuring of debate, is that dimensions are
separable and indeed separate. Each is dis-
cussed on its own, as a single policy dimen-
sion, so there is always a median around which
a majority can cohere (Ordeshook, 1986: 250).

This could raise another problem, however,
very relevant for mandate theories. If elections
designate the parliamentary median party in
terms of a general left–right context, but this
then splits between elections into separate
policy dimensions with different medians
(which may also differ from the overall
left–right one) how could one guarantee that
the popularly chosen party dominated? This
may be difficult though a comparative study of
16 democracies indicates that it does dominate,
with some ‘slippage’ in specific policy areas
(McDonald and Budge, 2005). 
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CLASSIFYING SPATIAL
REPRESENTATIONS OF PARTIES

AND ELECTORS

The points made above can be put in context
by listing the various types of spatial represen-
tations of political parties which have been
made over the last 50 years and commenting
on their salient features (Budge and Farlie,
1977: 31–101, 176–81; 1978):

1 Pure a priori policy space. This is based on the-
oretical grounds (such as ideological writ-
ings), and is represented par excellence by the
Downsian spaces illustrated in Figures 36.2
and 36.3. Direct operationalizations of such
a space would fall under this category. This
type of space is driven by the way electors
are seen to organize their public preferences
because of information economizing (Downs,
1957: 98–100). Parties then locate themselves
in it. A practical example is given by the
Inglehart and Klingemann (1976) left–right
‘ladder’ used with electors, where electors
also placed the parties. 

2 Party-dominated pure policy space. On the other
hand most operationalizations of policy
space discussed here concentrate on locating
the policy alternatives offered by parties, to
which electors under representative democ-
racy have no choice but to adapt. The scales
on which parties are placed are theoretically
derived in terms of party ideology. One such
is the Manifesto Research Group left–right
scale illustrated in Figure 36.4 and Table 36.2,
with other Manifesto Research Group policy
scales (Budge et al., 2001).

In so far as expert placements of parties
are made on theoretical criteria (cf. Huber
and Inglehart, 1995) or are based on the
ideological classification of parties into
families (Beyme, 1985: 29–136), they would
also fit this category. These placements usu-
ally result in a one-dimensional left–right
scale. But both expert judgements (Laver
and Hunt, 1992) and manifestoes (Laver
and Budge, 1992) are capable of generating
multi-dimensional spaces with the separa-
ble dimensions discussed above. 

3 Inductive policy spaces. These are typically
associated with factor analyses of policy
texts or issue questions. If unconstrained
they will usually end up with four or five
dimensions, which are by convention repre-
sented orthogonally to each other.1 However,
factor analyses can be constrained to

produce only one dimension which generally
turns out to be left–right (Gabel and Huber,
2000). Being an inductive technique, factor
analyses will reflect co-variation within all
of the existing data set. This has two unde-
sirable consequences: First, if the data set is
expanding (new elections being added, for
example) new factor analyses may well
produce different results than the old ones.
So the policy space and conclusions based
on it may change. Second, in comparative
analyses the locations of very different par-
ties at different periods are made interde-
pendent, for example, the position of
Swedish Social Democrats in 2001 depends
on that of Italian neo-fascists in 1948. 

4 Inductive policy-background spaces. The
nature of factor-analytic spaces depends on
what is put in. If social characteristics of
party candidates or electors are added to
issues and policy the result is a mixed space
rather than a pure policy space. One should
be conscious of this when making infer-
ences from the representation about, for
example, party movement.

5 Party defined spaces. The spaces listed
above are bounded by policy points, such
as (pure) left, (pure) right. Spaces can,
however, be bounded by pure party posi-
tions, in which case locations within the
space are defined by their distance from
these. A well-known example of such a
space is the distribution of party identi-
fiers, bounded by strong Republicans to
one side and strong Democrats to the
other. Budge and Farlie’s (1977) compara-
tive analyses of parties and electors cre-
ated a ‘likelihood ratio space’ whose ends
were defined by pure party positions – in a
two-party system, a line: in a three-party
system, a triangle, etc. Electors were dis-
tributed over the space in terms of charac-
teristics and opinions which defined their
proximity to the party. Recently Laver and
Garry (2001) have proposed a pure policy
version of this idea, in which words differ-
entially associated with the parties are used
to measure the distance between them.

6 Party inferred spaces. The non-metric scaling
techniques applied to electors’ feelings of
proximity to parties, used extensively in the
1970s, typically gave rise to two-dimensional
spaces in which the nature of the dimen-
sions was inferred from the positions of all
parties on them. Thus a dimension on
which socialists opposed conservatives was
interpreted as a left–right one, while one
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where Christians opposed liberals was
taken as a religious (clerical versus lay)
dimension. The limitation here is that the
space offers no opportunity of tracing party
movement over time, since that changes the
meaning of the dimensions and makes
spaces non-comparable. 

The most important research lesson to be
drawn from this listing is that the operational-
ization of a space should meet the theoretical
purposes which investigators have in mind.
Because of the very close interconnections
between theory, measurement and substantive
research in this field, it is likely that pure policy
representations will be most used in the future,
as they have been for the last 20 years. 

NOTE

1. The convention of producing orthogonal dimen-
sions for presentational purposes has generally
led analysts to forget that dimensions are usually
correlated. Adams and Adams (2000) have shown
that spaces with correlated dimensions very
much reduce the risk of voting cycles and unsta-
ble majorities.
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WHAT IS PARTY LAW?

Party law can be understood as legislation
specifically designed to regulate the life of
party organizations. Alternatively, party law
can be defined as the total body of law that
affects political parties. In the former case
party law is a clearly defined body of law that
may exist or not in specific countries. In the
latter case some parts of the legal order, such as
family law, are likely to be irrelevant to the
organization and activities of political parties
(except, of course, policy-making), but a vast
territory remains. In this contribution we try to
steer a middle way between these two extremes.
In the theoretical sections of this chapter we
address issues of party law in a more general
sense. In the empirical sections we focus on the
legal regulation of extra-parliamentary party
organizations, parties as electoral organizations,
and parliamentary parties. 

Party law can be derived from the main con-
stitutional texts and other constitutional law
(where such a category exists), special party
laws, those laws and regulations that govern
elections (electoral laws, campaign regulation),
parliamentary organization, political finance,
other political activities (e.g. organizing demon-
strations), and/or laws that regulate the activi-
ties of voluntary organizations in a more general
sense. Party law also can be found beyond the
confines of the nation state. European Union

treaties have already explicitly recognized the
important role of political parties. More detailed
legislation (Regulation (EC) No. 2004/2003) was
enacted in 2003 (with the generous rules on
party finance coming into force only after the
2004 European elections).

However defined, party law is the domain of
academic lawyers. Political scientists, while
interested in the substance of party regulation
in some selected fields, in particular with
regard to elections and party finance, have not
devoted much attention to party law as such.
Geographically, Germany is the heartland of
party law. As we show in the empirical
sections of this chapter, there is no democratic
country in which political parties are subjected
to more detailed explicit regulation. This fact
has triggered a wealth of academic publica-
tions, many of which originate from a research
institute for the study of party law (now
located at the University of Düsseldorf). While
most of these publications are ‘hard core’ law
studies and delve into details of German party
law, an increasing part is devoted to compara-
tive themes, mostly with a focus on Western
Europe. Likewise, this chapter mainly relates
to party law in European countries (for the
United States, see the chapter by Lowenstein).
It aims to map the universe of types of party
regulation rather than provide full coverage of
individual cases.

In this chapter we are mainly concerned
with the formal and de facto recognition of
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political parties through the legal order. A
formal recognition – or ‘authorization’ (Pedersen,
1982) – means that a political party assumes a
legally defined role in the political system and
is formally recognized by the state. It is rele-
vant to the extent that only a party (in the
formal sense) enjoys specific freedoms and/or
can perform specific functions and/or have
access to resources of some kind. A de facto
recognition provides the same benefits as offi-
cial recognition but without requiring the
party to go through an authorization process.
However, the party will have to fulfil specific
criteria in order to win the benefits that result
from de facto party status.

WHY PARTY LAW?

Why would the state privilege political par-
ties? One answer is based on power. Political
parties have established themselves as the
engines of the political process in the 20th
century. It is parties that breathe life into the
formal institutions of government and hence
make the rules for themselves. In a democracy,
however, parties need to legitimize their claim
to a privileged position in the political process.
Historically, the prominent role played by par-
ties in operating the institutions of democratic
government was heavily contested (Daalder,
2002). Yet, beginning with Hans Kelsen (1929),
political parties have increasingly been consid-
ered as playing a necessary and valuable role
in the democratic process (Schattschneider,
1942; Ware, 1987). Specifically, parties are
trusted to provide democracy through inter-
party competition and by being vehicles for
political participation via intra-party demo-
cracy between elections.

Party law can take it for granted that political
parties fulfil these functions (hence no specific
regulation is required to arrive at these ends).
Alternatively, party law can contain regulations
that are designed to make the parties actually
live up to these democratic claims. Finally, any
regulation can be perverted. Rather than pro-
moting democracy, party law can serve the
partisan needs of incumbents. 

The mainstream of democratic theory puts a
premium on inter-party competition as a
means of democracy. Yet, competition is an
ambiguous concept, involving potentially con-
flicting dimensions (Demsetz, 1982; Strøm,
1989; Bartolini, 2002). It relates to the behav-
iour of parties, voters, and the institutional
environment in which parties interact with

each other and with the voters. In short, parties
compete with each other if there is conflict of
interest, that is, the gains of one party are the
losses of another. This relates to vote shares,
offices and policies (Dahl, 1966). Not all of
party behaviour aims at winning at the
expense of other parties. However, if no party
behaviour falls into that category we have
perfect collusion and no competition. With
regard to voters, competition requires availabil-
ity, that is, flexibility in demand. Hence voters
react to party behaviour (past record, future
promises). Finally, competition requires con-
testability, that is, an open electoral market, so
that new parties can enter the race. While polit-
ical institutions in general have the greatest
impact on the ease of entry and conflict of inter-
est dimensions of party competition, party law
specifically impacts mainly on the former. 

Entry takes specific forms over the various
stages in the life cycle of a party. According to
Pedersen (1982), this cycle begins with some
individuals declaring their willingness to start
a new party. Clearly, the political and legal
order in the most fundamental sense is essen-
tial for parties crossing the threshold of decla-
ration. Without the basic political freedoms
(freedom of expression, access to alternative
information, associational autonomy, etc.) that
are necessary conditions for democracy (Dahl,
1989: 222), party declaration requires heroes
and all too often fails. Party law, as defined in
this chapter, is critical for the next step, the
threshold of authorization – becoming a party
in the legal sense. According to one standard
definition, a party is an organization that fields
candidates in elections. Typically, electoral
activities are preceded by organizational
efforts that, in turn, are likely to require legal
recognition either as a political party, provided
the respective legal order has a sui generis type
for that, or as a political or voluntary organiza-
tion. Crossing the threshold of representation
requires the winning of parliamentary seats.
Here the electoral law is critical. Contesting
elections typically requires some form of
authorization. Moreover, the electoral law pro-
vides institutional incentives (such as legal
thresholds and complex districting arrange-
ments) for pre-electoral coordination and the
building of national parties. In a structured
party system such rules tend to benefit the
existing parties vis-à-vis new entrants. The last
of Pedersen’s thresholds is that of relevance.
This can be defined in a variety of different
ways and is clearly a behavioural one that
depends on the political power distribution.
Hence, party law as defined in this chapter is
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most relevant in the second and third phases
of the party life cycle, although electoral law
remains important throughout the entire life-
time of parties.

The ease of entry is one crucial aspect of party
competition. Can we conclude that the easier the
entry, the more competitive the party system?
And does greater competitiveness mean more
democracy and hence a better state of affairs? As
Sartori (1976: 327) has put it, ‘ever more “com-
petitiveness” is not an unmixed blessing’. The
atomization of a party system – approaching
perfect economic decentralization, the predomi-
nant definition of competition in economics
(Demsetz, 1982) – undermines one of the essen-
tial functions of political parties: the structuring
of electoral choices. This is exemplified by
Poland in its first truly democratic elections in
1991 when 111 parties fielded candidates and 29
entered parliament, with the strongest party
winning a mere 12.3% of the votes and only one
other party more than 10%. Excessive party
system fragmentation was corrected by holding
the next elections under a nationwide 5% thresh-
old, leading to 35 parties contesting the election
and only eight winning seats.

But would it not be better to leave the struc-
turing of the party system, that is, the reduction
of alternatives, entirely to market forces? The
claim for some state intervention in the political
market rests on two arguments. First, an atom-
ized party system is bad for the country, as it is
likely to result in government instability and
insufficient political problem-solving capacity,
and thereby may also have detrimental effects
for democracy. Second, given the infrequency
of elections, citizens can acquire only a limited
experience of voting during their lifetime
(Demsetz, 1982: 81–2). Indeed, assuming a four-
year term and 50 years of voting experience, the
average voter will have the chance to cast his or
her vote in no more than 12 or 13 elections.
Hence, eliminating ‘loony’ parties or candi-
dates and forcing the others to demonstrate
some level of support before they are allowed
to contest elections is legitimate and beneficial
to voters. While party law cannot guarantee an
‘optimal’ number of parties, it can cut back
excessive supply. 

Accepting that democracy is served by some
restrictions on entry, the question remains at
which stage in the life cycle of political parties
entry should be restricted and what the criteria
should be on which entry is denied. As the
empirical sections below show, nations have
given different answers to these questions.
And these questions are linked to other aspects
of party regulation, in particular to public

funding and access to other scarce resources
such as time in public mass media.

While too many choices may hamper the
effectiveness of inter-party competition, the
seizure of power by an undemocratic party is a
more direct threat to democracy. Hence, party
law may aim to protect democracy by outlaw-
ing such parties. Yet, the problem is that those
undemocratic parties that employ democratic
means in order to win political power in the
first place as a rule do not openly declare their
goal of doing away with democracy once they
have succeeded. Also, undemocratic attitudes
may only develop once parties have assumed
office. Under such circumstances there is
always the danger that the power to outlaw
political parties will be abused. Rather than
ensuring competition, it may serve the pur-
pose of eliminating competitors that appear
particularly threatening to incumbents but not
to the democratic system. Therefore, in a
democracy the right to outlaw political parties
should be severely restricted. Incumbents
should not be involved in that process and all
guarantees of the rule of law should fully
apply (Morlok, 2003).

While the number and character of parties
are highly relevant for achieving the benefits of
political competition, there is at least one other
condition that must be met in order to make
elections meaningful: they must be consequen-
tial. In making their bid for the voters, political
parties claim that they can control the remain-
der of the democratic chain of delegation and
hence can keep their implicit contracts with the
voters (Müller, 2000). This requires that political
parties be cohesive, that is, keep on board those
elected under their respective brand names
and ensure that these politicians observe the
party line. If parties disintegrate after elections,
voters may still be able to hold individual
members of parliament (MPs) accountable
(depending on their ambitions for re-election
and the electoral system), but are unlikely to
see the parties’ electoral pledges realized. 

The most important incentives to ensure
party cohesion are the attractiveness of the
party’s brand name (provided MPs aim to be
re-elected) and the fact that all but pivotal MPs
are likely to have less policy influence outside
their party. Party law can provide additional
incentives that tie those elected under a party
label to that party. The most drastic means to
do so is to enforce automatic resignation of
defectors from parliament – as is the case in
India, provided that it is not a party split in
which the party is abandoned by a minimum of
one-third of its MPs (Sartori, 1997: 192). Even
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harsher rules were applied in Czechoslovakia
in the inter-war period, where the electoral
commission tended to expel MPs who changed
their party affiliation (Pfeifer, 1958). Less dras-
tic rules may restrict the ability of defecting
MPs to form new parliamentary parties, get a
share of parliamentary resources, and make
use of parliamentary instruments. 

Finally, what is the potential role of party
law in making political parties live up to their
second democratic predicament, to provide
intra-party democracy? Democratic theory
generally considers this goal second to inter-
party democracy, and according to McKenzie
(1982: 195) ‘intra-party democracy, strictly
interpreted, is incompatible with democratic
government’. Consequently, McKenzie (1982:
195) has advocated ‘oligarchical control by the
party leaders of the party organization’ as
being ‘indispensable for the well-being of a
democratic polity’. McKenzie’s dictum rests on
the potentially conflicting signals party offi-
cials in public office receive from their voters
and party members and the assumption of
high barriers to entry to the electoral market.
While these conditions are not always given,
the fact remains that intra- and inter-party
democracy may conflict. Hence, from a norma-
tive perspective, the limits to intra-party
democracy are clearly drawn when it comes to
exercising influence on public officials who are
accountable to the general electorate. 

Party law can require intra-party democ-
racy from political parties and it can aim at
setting some standards against which real
parties can be measured. Given the variety of
party organizational forms that have evolved
over time, however, such standards need to
be very abstract. Also, the danger of abusing
such clauses that refer to intra-party demo-
cracy is probably greater than those that
refer to the behaviour of parties in inter-party
competition. 

PARTIES IN THE CONSTITUTIONAL
AND LEGAL FRAMEWORK

The degree to which parties are formally incor-
porated into the legal order varies consider-
ably in Western democracies. Some countries,
such as Germany, France, Italy, Spain, Portugal
and Greece, formally acknowledge parties in
their constitutions. According to a recent
review (Avnon, 1995), nine countries had legis-
lated specific party laws by the early 1990s,
most notably among them Germany where the

most detailed party law was passed in 1967.
Other established democracies with party laws
are Finland, Israel, Spain, Portugal (not men-
tioned by Avnon) and Austria. More recently,
party laws have been introduced in Poland
and the Czech Republic. In most other Western
democracies parties are only indirectly incor-
porated into the legal framework, usually via
party finance laws and the electoral law. Some
countries, such as the UK and Ireland, only
acknowledge parties in their parliamentary
rules (Schefold et al., 1990: 777). 

Formal recognition of parties mainly occurs
in constitutions written after periods of one-
party dictatorship (Avnon, 1995). Therefore, it
is not surprising that many new constitutions
in Eastern Europe, such as Poland, the Czech
Republic and Bulgaria, acknowledge the role
of political parties and that the first two coun-
tries have also passed special party laws. In
contrast, systems with a long democratic tradi-
tion have seen little need to formally acknowl-
edge the important role of political parties in a
comprehensive form and mention them only
as need occurs in electoral and party finance
laws.

As noted above, Germany is the heartland of
party law and much attention has focused on
Article 21 of the Basic Law. It was one of the
earliest and at the time (1949) most compre-
hensive constitutional rules on parties. Article
21 regulates the freedom to create parties, their
role in the formation of the political will, intra-
party democracy, the duty of parties to account
for their assets, and the procedures for outlaw-
ing parties as unconstitutional. (A less compre-
hensive article on parties had previously
appeared in the Italian constitution of 1947
(see Schefold, 2002: 134).) The German Law on
Political Parties of 1967, the first comprehen-
sive party law in Western Europe, seems to
have influenced the form of such laws in Spain
and Portugal (Schefold et al., 1990: 767, 784). In
particular, its definition of political parties in
§ 2(1) has been much discussed. It reads:

Parties are associations of citizens which exert
influence permanently or for longer periods of
time on the formation of the political will at
federal or Land level and participate in the repre-
sentation of the people in the German Bundestag
or state parliaments (Landtag) provided that they
offer sufficient guarantee of the sincerity of their
aims in the general character of their circum-
stances and attendant conditions, particularly
with regard to the size and strength of their orga-
nization, their memberships and their conduct in
public. 
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Overall, the position of political parties in
German constitutional law is so strong that they
have been recognized as ‘institutions of consti-
tutional law’ (verfassungsrechtliche Institutionen)
by the Federal Constitutional Court. 

Political parties are also formally recognized
at the EU level. Article 138a of the Maastricht
Treaty mentions that parties are ‘important as a
factor for integration within the Union’.
Accordingly, they ‘contribute to forming a
European awareness and to expressing the
political will of the Union’. This formulation is
paraphrased in the Treaty Establishing a
Constitution for Europe (signed in October
2004). Article 46(4) reads: ‘Political parties at
European level contribute to forming European
political awareness and to expressing the will
of citizens of the Union.’

Most commonly, parties are organized in the
form of private associations. Some of them have
a legal personality of their own (Rechtsfähigkeit)
but this seems to make little difference in prac-
tice. Some parties in Germany and France are
rechtsfähig while others are not, but this does not
affect party competition in these countries
(Schefold et al. in Tsatsos et al., 1990: 782–3).
Acquiring legal personality is not necessarily
linked to crucial legal rights of parties, as the
German case indicates. Here, parties, while not
always legal persons in their own right, have
been granted legal standing of their own by the
Federal Constitutional Court when their consti-
tutional rights are at stake, for example in con-
nection with elections, party financing, tax
privileges for donations, and in their relations
with the government.

EXTRA-PARLIAMENTARY PARTY
ORGANIZATION

Most systems do not require any special regis-
tration of parties other than fulfilling the
requirements for founding private associations
(a certain number of members, a written
statute, etc.) and (where applicable) special pro-
visions of party law (for example, the require-
ments of § 2(1) of the German Party Law).1
Some countries, such as Greece and Austria,
require a formal registration (in Greece with the
Supreme Court, in Austria with the Ministry of
the Interior) without rendering the registration
difficult. Other countries pose more extensive
requirements that actually make the foundation
of new parties cumbersome. In Portugal, 5000
supporting signatures and a draft party statute
are required for registration as a party with the

constitutional court. Along with financial
disadvantages, this requirement raises consid-
erable hurdles for establishing a new party
(de Sousa, 1990: 606–7, de Sousa, 1993: 314–15).
These hurdles are even higher in Spain.
According to the law of associations, parties
need to register with the Ministry of Internal
Affairs, and the relevant procedure is demand-
ing. As one country expert states, it gives the
government a certain influence on the founda-
tion of new parties. This is particularly true in
the run-up to an election, where delay in formal
recognition can be crucial (Puente-Egido, 1990:
656–9, 677–9).

The names of established parties are often
protected by party law. The German Party
Law provides detailed prescriptions on the
name a new party may choose. § 4 requires the
names and acronyms of new parties to be
clearly distinguishable from existing ones
(Morlok, 2003: 439). Similar rules exist in
Denmark (Vesterdorf, 1990: 91), Portugal
(de Sousa, 1990: 607) and Spain – the latter
providing a clear example of the relevance of
party law for party ‘brand names’. Several
legal disputes emerged over that issue during
the formation of the post-authoritarian party
system. Specifically, those political activists
who had stayed in the country during the dic-
tatorship and those who had spent the time in
exile presented conflicting claims on specific
party names. The courts decided these cases
by applying the rules of patent law (Puente-
Egido, 1990: 658, 677–8). In contrast, Britain
does not legally protect party names at all
(Smith, 1990: 316).

In line with the premium democracy places
on the free foundation of parties, restrictions
on anti-democratic parties are rare. The main
example is Germany, where the Constitutional
Court can declare unconstitutional and dis-
solve parties that, ‘by reason of their aims or
the behaviour of their adherents, seek to
undermine or abolish the free democratic basic
order or to endanger the existence of the
Federal Republic of Germany’ (Art. 21(2), Basic
Law). This procedure was used twice in the
early years of the Federal Republic, with a neo-
Nazi party (the Sozialistische Reichspartei,
SRP) and the German Communist Party (KPD)
declared unconstitutional. More recently, some
extreme right groups were declared unconsti-
tutional in the early 1990s, although the most
publicized attempt to ban the right-wing
National Democratic Party (NPD) failed in
2003. This failure points to the potential risks
of outlawing extremist parties, as they can use
failed attempts as propaganda. Indeed, the
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NPD crossed the threshold of representation in
the Land of Saxony in 2004. Spain and Portugal
also have specific procedures for forbidding
parties according to party laws. In 2003, the
Basque nationalist party Herri Batasuna was
banned by the Spanish Constitutional Court
because it was considered a standing sup-
porter of the terrorist ETA. More recently,
special procedures for outlawing parties can be
found in the Polish constitution and the party
law of the Czech Republic (see country
chapters in Tsatsos, 2002).

Other countries only have procedures for
outlawing private associations in general,
which are also applicable to political parties.
Such provisions can be contained in the
Constitution (as in Art. 78(2) of the Danish
Constitution), in the general law of associa-
tions (as in the Netherlands), or in laws for
protecting the state (such as the act on combat
groups and private militias of 1936 in France,
the Prevention of Terrorism Act 1974 in the UK,
or the Irish Offences against the State Act
1939). While the French law has been used
repeatedly (see Fromont, 1990: 243), both
Ireland and the UK have been very reluctant to
make use of their provisions against political
parties. Sinn Féin has not been outlawed in
either country, even though the IRA is con-
sidered an ‘unlawful organization’ in both.
Belgium offers a recent example of outlawing a
political party, in this case the far-right Vlaams
Block, which was considered a racist organiza-
tion and therefore outlawed by the Belgian
High Court in 2004 (Erk, 2005). The Court’s ver-
dict was based on the Belgian Anti-Racism Act
of 1981.While the constitutions of some coun-
tries (e.g., France, Greece, Italy and Portugal)
demand that parties observe democratic princi-
ples (generally interpreted as inter-party
democracy), only the German (Art. 21(1)) and
the Spanish (Art. 6(3)) constitutions commit the
parties explicitly to intra-party democracy.
These requirements are spelled out in more
detail at the level of party law in Germany,
Spain, Portugal and Finland. Most other coun-
tries do not have specific legal rules on intra-
party democracy. Here, only the general
principles regulating private associations are
applicable, which in some cases (e.g. Denmark
and the Netherlands) contain certain minimal
standards of democracy such as equality of the
members or the making of decisions by the
majority principle. In general, the detailed pre-
scription of intra-party decision-making
processes is left to the individual party statutes
(Schefold et al., 1990: 809–11). Ironically, under
the now abandoned rule that the party leader

is elected by the parliamentary party, the major
British parties would not pass the test of intra-
party democracy as established by the German
Party Law and its interpretation by the
Constitutional Court, which demand the par-
ticipation of party members in the selection of
party leaders.

PARTIES AS ELECTORAL
ORGANIZATIONS

In order to live up to the standard political
science definition, political parties need to
run in elections. Here, the relevant legal rules
are most frequently contained in the electoral
laws. Campaign finance regulations are a
second major source of laws which have drawn
considerable attention in the last decades
(on campaign finance and party finance more
generally, see the chapter by Nassmacher in
this volume).

The first complex with regard to parties as
electoral organizations refers to how parties get
ballot access (Bowler et al., 2003; Hug, 2001:
178–81). Here, we focus on the national level; for
subnational elections other rules may apply.
First, there are countries in which the parties,
while important in practice, do not play a
legally recognized role in the electoral process.
For example, in France and the UK, both coun-
tries with single-member districts, only individ-
uals get access to the ballot. Candidates in
France may even change their stated party affil-
iation between the first election and the run-off
(Fromont, 1990: 238). But even some countries
with a list electoral system do not grant parties a
formal role. In Luxembourg, for example, lists
are formally accepted on the ballot when
supported by 25 registered voters in the respec-
tive district. In practice, though, parties dominate
the nomination process in all these countries.
Nevertheless, as the British example shows,
individual candidates, either for themselves or
for a newly founded party, may get easy access
to the ballot without the support of an estab-
lished party, especially if the number of signa-
tures needed to get on the ballot is low and the
deposit to be paid is not excessive (10 signatures
and £ 500 in the British case).

Other countries formally recognize the
important role played by parties in the elec-
toral process by allowing only party lists on
the ballot. Usually, a certain number of signa-
tures are needed and at times a financial
deposit has to be paid. The hurdles for ballot
access differ considerably: while only 10 voters’
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signatures are needed in the Netherlands, the
Danish electoral law requires as many as 1/175
of the number of valid votes in the last elec-
tions, which means approximately 20,000 sig-
natures (Bowler et al., 2003). According to the
German Federal Electoral Law (§§ 18(2), 20(2),
27(1)), parties have to present 200 signatures of
citizens living in the relevant single-member
constituency to place a candidate on the ballot
paper and 0.1% of the eligible voters (or at
most 2000 signatures) in order to submit a can-
didate list at the state level (Landesliste). While
independent candidates can run in the single-
member constituencies, only parties fulfilling
the requirements of party law (see the defini-
tion in § 2 of the Party Law) are allowed to sub-
mit lists for the PR part of the elections
(Morlok, 2003: 434–7). In addition to a certain
number of signatures, financial deposits are
required in many countries. Amounts cur-
rently vary considerably (see Bowler et al.,
2003). While Dutch parties have to pay a
deposit of ¤11,250 (approx. US$ 13,641, exchange
rates as of August 2005) to place a list on the
ballot, party lists in New Zealand only pay
NZ$1000 (US$682). In countries with single-
member constituencies, amounts between
NZ$300 (US$205) in New Zealand and ¥3
million (US$26,671) in Japan have to be paid
per constituency. These deposits are generally
non-refundable in Austria (and hence are
called contributions to the costs of elections)
but refunded in most other countries if the can-
didate or the party wins a certain number of
votes. These thresholds also vary but are usu-
ally around 5% of the vote for constituency
candidates. In list systems the hurdle is usually
lower, amounting to only 0.5% of all party
votes in New Zealand and three-quarters of
the electoral quotient (which is the total of all
valid votes divided by 150) in the Netherlands. 

In many countries parties that already enjoy
parliamentary representation are exempt from
the above-mentioned requirements. Thus, they
do not have to collect signatures and pay the
deposit in the Netherlands, and they are
exempt from the collection of signatures in
Denmark and Italy (Bowler et al., 2003: Table
5.A1). In Germany, the requirements do not
apply to parties that are represented in the
Bundestag or a state parliament (Landtag) with
at least 5 MPs due to their own electoral
success in the preceding elections. ‘Internally
created’ parties, however, are excluded from
this privilege. Similarly, new parties founded
by incumbent MPs no longer get automatic
ballot access in Denmark since a change in the
electoral law in 1965.

Comparing the rules governing ballot access
in the 1960s and the late 1990s, Bowler et al.
(2003: 90–1) observe a development towards
stricter access rules in six countries, while four
made access easier. Increased requirements can
be observed in the Netherlands (higher deposit),
Austria, Norway, Finland, Switzerland, and
New Zealand (higher number of signatures).
Contrary to this trend, access has become
easier in Britain, France, Australia, and Canada
where lower deposits (in real, if not necessarily
in nominal, terms) are required today and
the thresholds for reimbursement have been
lowered. 

The electoral law can also contain elements
that provide a de facto recognition of political
parties (i.e. individual candidates would be
severely disadvantaged vis-à-vis parties).
These include legal thresholds in large districts
or the entire nation and complex districting
arrangements. Even if ‘party’ is never men-
tioned in the electoral laws, such arrangements
require political coordination in large geo-
graphical areas and hence constitute de facto
recognitions of parties. Some countries (e.g.
Greece and Turkey) make this explicit by
penalizing ad hoc cooperations relative to polit-
ical parties (particularly by demanding higher
thresholds).

Formal legal rules with regard to the process
by which parties nominate candidates for elec-
tions are rare. Such rules are contained in the
party law in Greece and Germany but only in
very general terms. § 17 of the German Party
Law requires secret votes on party candidates
and refers to the electoral law (containing more
detailed instructions) and party statutes for the
exact procedures. Similarly, the Greek Party
Law demands candidate nomination by the
appropriate party organs in accordance with
the party statutes. Some legal rules on candi-
date selection also exist in Norway (since
1921), and Finland (since 1970) (Scarrow et al.,
2000: 138). In the absence of legal rules candi-
date nomination is only governed by party
statutes and practice (Schefold et al., in Tsatsos
et al., 1990: 820). In particular, the introduction
of member votes for nominating candidates
has been much discussed and introduced by
some parties as a way of improving the demo-
cratic performance of parties and to counter
anti-party sentiments (Bille, 2001). 

With regard to the conduct of electoral cam-
paigns, access to the media, especially TV, has
been intensively researched (see Bowler et al.,
2003). In most countries, parties are given free
public broadcasting time prior to elections. As
Bergman et al. (2003: Table 4.7) show, this time
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is either granted equally to all parliamentary
parties (e.g. in Denmark, Iceland, and the
Netherlands) or in proportion to their size (e.g.
in Germany, Austria, France, the UK, Ireland,
and Italy (since 1993)). Proportional access is
also the rule in Australia, New Zealand, and
Japan. A second distinction can be made
according to the question of whether parties
not currently represented in parliament get
free broadcasting time equal to parliamentary
parties. In Western Europe, only Austria does
not grant parties outside parliament any free
TV access. Most other countries provide those
parties with a minimum amount of TV time.
Only Denmark and the UK treat parties not
represented in parliament on an equal footing
with parliamentary parties. In addition to free
public broadcasting, some countries, such as
Iceland, the Netherlands and Greece, allow
parties to buy additional TV time for campaign
spots. The other Western European countries
either ban or restrict this form of campaigning.
Finally, Finland does not grant parties free
broadcasting time and does not restrict private
commercial advertising and thus leaves elec-
toral advertising completely to market forces.
Bowler et al. (2003: 91–2) find a slight trend
towards easier access for new parties in coun-
tries such as Australia, Canada, Ireland, Italy
and New Zealand, while access has become
somewhat more restricted in France and the
Netherlands.

Campaign finance is perhaps the most
intensely discussed and researched problem
with regard to parties as electoral organiza-
tions. The survey by Bergman et al. shows that
public party finance is nowadays a universal
feature of Western European democracies. One
important question with regard to competition
and the entry of new parties is whether parties
without parliamentary representation receive
public funding as well. This is true in about
half the Western European countries (Austria,
Denmark, France, Germany, Greece, Norway,
and Sweden). No public funding is available
to parties not represented in parliament in
Belgium, Finland, Iceland, Ireland, Italy,
Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain
and the UK. Nevertheless party systems in
which new parties are not barred from public
finance do not appear to be more prone to
change than systems in which parliamentary
parties are in a privileged position (Bergman
et al., 2003: 142–5).

Bowler et al. (2003) find a relaxation in the
requirements for receiving public campaign
finance in more than two-thirds of the countries
in their sample of Western democracies which

make access for new parties easier. Yet, these
changes have often been accompanied by addi-
tional funds for larger parties or parliamentary
party groups. This may well strengthen the
competitive advantages of established parties
(Bowler et al., 2003: 92–3). The 2003 EU regula-
tion on political parties offers a striking example
of preferential treatment of established parties
as opposed to potential newcomers with regard
to obtaining public funding.

The total amounts of public funding received
by political parties have risen considerably in
some European countries. Farrell and Webb
(2000) show that subsidies to the national par-
ties have risen by 369% in Austria (1975–90),
88% in Ireland (1977–89) and 43% in the
Netherlands (in a similar period). Other coun-
tries, such as Sweden (– 32%, 1976–88), Finland
(–13%, 1975–87) and Germany (– 6%, 1972–87),
have witnessed some reductions. In most coun-
tries in the sample, the relative importance of
public subsidies as compared to other forms of
party income has increased. The sharpest rises
occurred in Norway (from 57.1% to 83.6%) and
Germany (from 58.4% to 70.3%). Sweden (from
62.9% to 52.1%) is the only example of decreas-
ing reliance on public funding, while its relative
importance has remained basically unchanged
in Finland, Ireland and the Netherlands, albeit
at very different levels.

PARTIES IN PARLIAMENT

Once parties have crossed the threshold of
representation they can form parliamentary
party groups (PPGs). While PPGs are acknowl-
edged in the constitution or in statutory law in
some countries, the detailed legal rules govern-
ing their rights and conduct in parliament can
for the most part be found in the parliamentary
standing orders. To the extent that PPGs receive
public subsidies, often other regulations (such
as laws on campaign finance and/or subsidies
to the extra-parliamentary party organization)
prove relevant. 

First, we may differentiate several ways in
which PPGs are recognized. Germany, Italy,
Sweden and (indirectly) Austria recognize
PPGs in their constitutions. In other countries,
such as Denmark and France, PPGs are for-
mally recognized in the standing orders of par-
liament. Finally, some countries, most notably
the UK, do not formally recognize PPGs at all
(Heidar and Koole, 2000c: 252).

Next, the rules differ on the number of MPs
needed to form a PPG. While the Scandinavian
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countries and the Netherlands have no formal
numerical requirement (implying that the rights
of a PPG can be claimed by any individual MP),
several parliaments require PPGs to consist of a
minimum number of parliamentarians. Italy
and France require PPGs to consist of approxi-
mately 3% of all MPs, and Germany has set the
minimum at 5% (Heidar and Koole, 2000b: 7).
Besides the numerical requirement, PPGs must
usually consist of MPs elected under the same
party label or, as in the case of the CDU/CSU
in Germany, at least represent parties that do
not compete with each other in the electoral
arena. Exceptions are the so-called technical
party groups that are founded by MPs elected
under different party labels mainly in order to
enjoy the benefits connected with PPG status.
Examples include the Technical Group of
Co-ordination and Defence of Independent
MEPs (1979–84) and the Rainbow Group
(1984–94) in the European Parliament (Raunio,
2000: 241). In the Spanish parliament, members
who do not join a voluntarily founded PPG are
automatically included in the mixed group
which could thus be considered a technical PPG.
Usually PPGs only consist of a group of MPs of
one chamber, the exception being Austria where
PPGs contain members of both chambers of par-
liament as well as of the European Parliament
(Müller and Steininger, 2000).

The importance of the rules on obtaining the
status of a PPG party depends on the preroga-
tives these enjoy in parliamentary business.
Shaun Bowler (2000: 162) presents data accord-
ing to which about half of the Western demo-
cracies in his sample do not privilege PPG
members compared to unattached MPs.
Examples of such countries are Australia,
Belgium, Denmark, Finland, the Netherlands,
New Zealand, and the UK. Other countries,
such as Austria, Canada, France, Germany,
Luxembourg, Norway and Sweden, grant par-
ticular privileges to PPGs. In addition, commit-
tee appointments are made almost everywhere
on the basis of party groups. The only excep-
tions in Europe are Belgium and Sweden.
Finally, PPGs enjoy certain advantages with
regard to legislation (provided that bills can-
not be introduced by any MP). Germany,
Austria, Spain, and Italy are examples of coun-
tries where a certain number of MPs (usually
the minimum size of a PPG) is needed in order
to introduce bills (Wiberg, 1995). According to
the Standing Orders of the German Bundestag
(§§ 75, 76), bills may also be initiated by a PPG
itself, that is, the PPG leadership. This rule not
only makes for a less cumbersome process than
gathering individual signatures, but also

strengthens the autonomy of party leadership
within a legislature (see Schüttemeyer, 1994).

Besides the rules for parliamentary busi-
ness, public financing of PPGs is a second
important topic. The country chapters in
Heidar and Koole’s (2000a) volume on PPGs
in Europe indicate that public subsidies to
PPGs are the rule, while the amounts paid dif-
fer considerably. PPG status also can generate
the public provision of staff resources not
available to individual MPs. While, for exam-
ple, the French PPGs only have a claim for
some secretarial staff and have to borrow
parliamentary assistants from their MPs, and
the British PPGs’ staff consists of only a few
persons, PPGs in Germany employed a total
of 727 persons (between 0.8 and 3.5 staff
members per PPG member) in 1994 (not
counting the personal staff of individual MPs).
Somewhat lower levels are observed in
Belgium, with 1 staff person for each PPG
member (1996), Austria (total 148, averages
0.55–2.11 per PPG member, 1996), and the
Netherlands (averages 0.36–1.83, 1991). Still
lower is the staffing of the PPGs in Denmark
(total 73, average 0.42, 1995) and Finland (total
43, average 0.22, 1995).

CONCLUSION

Party law, as defined in this chapter, is the legal
regulation of extra-parliamentary party orga-
nizations, parties as electoral organizations,
and parliamentary parties. In a synthetic per-
spective, lumping together various national
patterns, it addresses issues of party–state rela-
tions (the parties’ legal existence, their access
to public resources), inter-party relations (issues
of competition such as name protection and
campaign behaviour), the ‘ownership rights’ of
both party members and party voters, and
important aspects of the relations between par-
ties and party-nominated holders of public
office. In democracies, to which this chapter
has confined itself, the limits of what party law
can and should achieve are narrowly drawn.
Yet, in various forms and with relevant differ-
ences between countries, party law has great
impact on the early stages in party life.

NOTE

1 Newly founded parties in Germany are indirectly
required to present a certain number of support-
ers’ signatures in order to retain the status of a
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political party: § 2(2) of the Party Law states that
parties lose their party status if they have not par-
ticipated in any election at the federal or state level
for 6 years. In order to participate in these elec-
tions, parties not presently represented in the
Bundestag or a state parliament have to present a
certain number of signatures according to electoral
law; the numerical requirements for Bundestag
elections are discussed later in this chapter.
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If a scandal makes political finance an issue
that engages the interest of a broader public,
democracies that hitherto have been reluctant
to introduce stricter legislation on the financ-
ing of parties and candidates will start to regu-
late these matters more tightly. Thus countries
with established traditions of democracy can
offer useful experience to nations in transition
to democracy.

RULES ON PARTY EXPENDITURE

Traditionally campaign spending in the Anglo-
Saxon orbit is subject to legal constraints.
A close relationship with first-past-the-post
electoral systems which create manufactured
majorities seems obvious. Restrictions, how-
ever, ‘have proved a constitutional minefield’
as supreme courts have had to decide ‘whether
particular laws adhere to the frequently con-
tradictory principles of fairness and of freedom
of expression,’ (Pinto-Duschinsky, 2002: 52).

Bans

As far as expenditure is concerned, this instru-
ment is rarely used. Only in Britain (and its
dominions) has campaign expenditure by a
non-candidate been banned since 1883. The
current issue is independent expenditures,
referred to as ‘third-party advertising’.

A ban on paid media advertising is more fre-
quent. Before the 1980s, only the allotment of
time was a major issue in most European coun-
tries. As commercial channels became available,
the opportunity to buy additional time had to
be considered as well. Because expenditures

rose, parties tried to handle the problem in
different ways: by providing more free media
time (see the discussion on indirect subsidies
below), by relying upon an informal agree-
ment among the media which offered some
paid advertising time on local or regional radio
and television (Sweden), by regulating access
to paid media time (by setting conditions for
TV spots) or by prohibiting the purchase of
media time altogether (e.g. Britain, France and
Spain). In 1992, a rule of the latter type was
struck down by the High Court in Australia,
because it interfered excessively with the free-
dom of speech necessary for free elections
(Chaples, 1994: 34). In the Netherlands, paid
political advertising was never banned, but
until 1998 it was precluded by a code of con-
duct among advertising agencies. Most coun-
tries control the allocation of broadcasting time
(see below).

Spending limits

In Britain, campaign spending at the con-
stituency level has been limited since 1883. Such
limits were introduced to prevent wealthy can-
didates from buying votes. Meanwhile cam-
paigns have become much more nationalized.
A new law, effective since 2001, limits the cam-
paign expenditures of national party organiza-
tions as well. The maximum amount varies by
type of election. The British tradition of estab-
lishing spending limits for constituency candi-
dates also spread to the dominions.

In 1974, Canada was first in limiting spending
during a campaign period by registered politi-
cal parties as well as by constituency candi-
dates. Canadian parties have coped strategically
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with national campaign ceilings: whereas the
NDP tried to boost campaign spending (because
of the national reimbursement), the PC increased
pre-campaign publicity in order to stay within
the nationwide campaign spending limit.
In 2004, Canada introduced spending limits
for constituency nomination contestants. In
Australia the mechanism of expenditure limi-
tation has been abolished after decades,
because it was regarded as useless in the con-
text of modern party democracy (Amr and
Lisowski, 2001: 66).

In France, Italy, Spain and Portugal, expen-
diture limits for both candidates and parties
are on the statute book. French limits depend
on the type of election and the number of
voters involved. Spanish law establishes the
legal maximum to be spent by a party as a
fixed amount per electoral district plus an
additional sum depending on the number of
inhabitants of the constituency. Parties in
Portugal are allowed to spend up to a percent-
age of the monthly minimum wage for each
candidate on their list. In Italy, election expen-
diture per candidate is restricted. An addi-
tional limit applies for parties that  field
candidates in all constituencies. In Israel, a
fixed amount per seat held in parliament is the
basis for all calculations on spending limits,
with some leeway for small parties.

Most cases show that it is rather difficult to
draw a line between current expenses and cam-
paign spending, or between the expenditures of
candidates and those of the parties supporting
them. The stricter the rules for campaign
expenses are, the more likely media advertising
by ‘independent’ groups (‘Citizens for . . .’ or
‘Citizens against . . .’ will spring up (Mendilow,
1989: 140)). Because LDP candidates in Japan
during the 1980s and early 1990s exceeded the
legal limit somewhere between 6 and 13 times,
expenditure limits were abolished in 1994.

In Germany, Austria, Switzerland, the
Netherlands and Sweden, there are no legal
limits on party or candidate expenditure,
either by total amount or by specific item,
either for campaign expenses or for routine
spending. In Austria, a voluntary agreement
among the major parties was tried, but it has
been discontinued (Sickinger, 1997: 335).

RULES ON PARTY INCOME

Due to the important role of parties in democ-
ratic systems, various rules have been adopted
which either restrict or favour specific types

of political income. Incentives to stimulate
specific fundraising activities by political parties
are still rare among these rules (Austin and
Tjernström, 2003: 220–3).

Bans

In most countries, anonymous contributions
(see the next section) are banned. Parties in
France, Spain, Portugal and Israel may not
accept money from foreign governments or
institutions (except the European Parliament).
However, virtually all parties received ample
financial support from abroad, especially
during the transition years. In order to prevent
disguised contributions, in Israel loans can
be negotiated from banks only (Mendilow,
1996: 348).

Since 1995, candidates and parties in France
have been forbidden to receive funds from pri-
vate corporations and public sector companies.
In Italy, Spain, Portugal and Japan, donations
from public or semi-public entities are banned.
Moreover, labour unions and other organiza-
tions in Japan may no longer donate to indi-
vidual politicians. Do such bans work? Until
1993 it was illegal for Portuguese parties to
receive financial contributions for routine
activities or election campaigns from national
companies or foreign individuals and compa-
nies. However, this prohibition did not prevent
de facto financing by private business, usually
through individuals as intermediaries.

Although Germany and Austria do not
apply such bans there are practical restrictions.
In Austria, political donations by organized
interests are subject to an income tax surcharge
to be paid by the recipient party; in Germany,
the Constitutional Court has banned tax bene-
fits for corporate donors. In the Netherlands,
parties are restrained from soliciting corporate
donations simply by traditional ethics (Koole,
1994: 126).

Contribution limits

Portugal stipulates ceilings for all kinds of dona-
tions. Spanish law limits donations, and the
limits have tended to become stricter over time
(van Biezen and Nassmacher, 2001: 148). In
Japan, different contribution limits have been
set for annual totals of donations given by indi-
viduals to parties and their fundraising bodies,
to financial support groups of politicians and to
other political organizations (e.g. habatsu or
koenkai). Since 1994, individual politicians
have been limited to one personal fundraising
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committee. In 1994, Israel reduced the ceiling
for contributions to parties. Separate limits are
stipulated for contributions to internal party
primaries for the nomination of candidates on
the party list. By a rule introduced in 2004, indi-
viduals in Canada may contribute no more than
C$5000 per year to a party, to a leadership con-
testant or to a non-party candidate for the fed-
eral parliament. For corporations and trade
unions the rule is much stricter.

In many countries (Britain, Australia,
Germany, Austria, Switzerland, the Netherlands
and Sweden) there is no statutory limit on the
total amount of political contributions which a
person or corporation may give to a party or a
candidate.

Direct subsidies

Meanwhile nearly all liberal democracies have
introduced direct public funding of political
parties. Only Switzerland – with the exception
of two cantons (Drysch, 1998: 121) – remains
aloof. Everywhere public money makes the
work of parliamentary groups more profes-
sional. In Britain, the ‘Short money’, given to
the opposition in Parliament, was a first step
towards public subsidies; recently the UK has
introduced public funding for policy research.
In general, public subsidies were meant to
reduce the influence of big donors and to avoid
corruption or to cover rising expenses for elec-
tronic media and the party. Public funding is
given to parties, to candidates or to both. Party
subsidies are available for routine operations
and/or for campaigns. The total amount avail-
able for public funding can be distributed in
different ways. Frequently parties receive an
amount of money for every vote polled or for
each member of parliament (MP).

There are various thresholds to qualify for a
subsidy. The German threshold (0.5 per cent of
the national vote or 1.0 per cent in a minimum
of three state elections) is lower than any other.
Portugal, with about 0.6 per cent, and Austria,
with 1.0 per cent of the national vote, are next in
line. Canada requires a party to win 2 per cent
of the national vote in those constituencies in
which it has endorsed a candidate, in order to
receive a subsidy; Japanese law requires 5 seats
or 2 per cent of the vote. Political parties in
Sweden receive a general party subsidy at the
national level which depends on the average
number of parliamentary seats held by a party
after the two most recent elections. This is com-
plemented by an office assistance subsidy
which consists of a fixed base amount and an

additional sum that depends on the number of
MPs.  For parties without seats in the Riksdag,
thresholds of 2.5 per cent and 4.0 per cent of the
vote, respectively, are applied. The amount of
additional funding for parties at the regional
and local level is decided upon by the respective
assemblies and given per seat as well as accord-
ing to votes. In Austria, an annual subsidy for
party organizations is supplemented by cam-
paign subsidies for federal and European elec-
tions. On top of federal subsidies, each of the
nine Austrian states grants funding to political
parties as well. Quite similar to Sweden, most of
the public money given to parties in Austria is
provided at the subnational level.

The Netherlands has now turned to very
modest direct subsidies (at the national level
only). Before 1999, only indirect support via
affiliated foundations was available for specific
purposes (research, training and youth). Party
subsidies continue to be goal-oriented, but the
list of purposes now includes contacts with
foreign parties and information for party
members. Campaign spending is explicitly
excluded. Funds for youth organizations and
research institutes are earmarked (Gidlund
and Koole, 2001: 121).

The Italian, Spanish and Portuguese systems
of direct funding of political parties, although
different from each other in detail, include
annual subsidies for routine activity and subsi-
dies for campaign expenses (van Biezen, 2000:
331, 336). Israel provides party subsidies for
campaigning as well as operating expenses.
Traditionally, the ‘financing unit’, a fixed
amount per seat held in parliament, is the basis
for all calculations. Any new party is entitled to
a retroactive campaign subsidy based on its
representation in the newly elected parliament.
In addition, each party participating success-
fully in local elections is entitled to a municipal
subsidy.

Due to a reform in 1994, Japan provides gov-
ernment subsidies for political parties. During
the late 1990s, almost half of the total subsidy
was collected by the dominant party of many
decades (LDP, Jiminto), while three to five
other parties (regularly in opposition) shared
between them roughly the other half.

This review of national rules indicates that
there is no incentive against cost explosion.
Quite to the contrary, Israel, Japan, Italy and
Austria have the highest level of party expen-
diture. Specific rules seem to be more appro-
priate to address this problem. Ceilings for
public funding are inherent in reimbursement
rules, which provide only a percentage of total
expenditure (for candidates, as in France, or
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for parties and candidates, as in Canada), in
matching rules (as applied to US presidential
primaries) or in the legal stipulation that only
a given percentage of party income can be pro-
vided by the public purse (e.g. the ‘relative
maximum’ rule in Germany).

In France, parties which have presented
themselves for the legislative elections in at
least 50 single-member districts receive public
funding in proportion to the number of votes
won in the first round and the number of seats
held. New parties not receiving this subsidy
may collect a public matching grant, provided
that they are able to solicit a given amount of
money from a given number of people. A cam-
paign reimbursement of up to 50 per cent of
the legal spending limit is paid to individual
candidates who win at least 5 per cent of the
vote in their constituency in the first round.
Candidates for the presidency may claim one-
third of their legal campaign spending (Koole,
2001: 82).

In Canada, every eligible party is entitled
to a quarterly allowance per valid vote plus
50 per cent of its declared election expenses.
Constituency candidates are reimbursed for up
to 60 per cent of the applicable spending limit,
if the candidate obtained at least 10 per cent of
the valid votes cast. About half of all candi-
dates and roughly two-thirds of the major
party candidates qualify for reimbursements.

In Germany, subsidies are limited by two ceil-
ings. First, no party may receive its public enti-
tlement unless it has collected an equal amount
from membership fees, individual or corporate
donations. Second, public subsidies to all par-
ties may not exceed a total of ¤133 million, in
due course to be adjusted for cost inflation.
About 40 per cent of this subsidy is distributed
according to the number of votes polled. The
other 60 per cent of the subsidy matches small
donations by individuals and membership fees
at a rate of 2:1 (Gunlicks, 1995: 101–21). The six
parties represented federally regularly receive
more than 95 per cent of the total allocation,
while the rest is distributed among five to ten
minor parties. No such subsidies are available
for local party organizations or individual party
candidates.

Among parties, there is an increasing
dependence on public subsidies. However,
this differs by country (due to the overall
financial regimes) and by party (due to their
political legacies). Workers’ parties are less
dependent on public financing (mainly because
of income from dues and unions), while bour-
geois parties (in France and Sweden) and Green
parties (in all European countries) receive more

than 80 per cent of their income from state
funds. Conservative parties, which in former
times depended on large donations, now
have problems getting along without public
subsidies because their traditional source of
funds is questioned publicly. In third-wave
democracies (e.g. Spain) up to 90 per cent
of the total annual income of parties is trans-
ferred from the public purse (van Biezen,
2000: 335).

Tax benefits

In order to encourage (preferably small) contri-
butions to candidates and parties, a tax exemp-
tion can be granted. The benefit of paying less
tax (especially income tax) is available for differ-
ent amounts and different donors (individuals
and/or corporations), for example, in Australia,
Austria, the Netherlands and Portugal. In Italy,
donations of ¤ 190 to ¤ 19,000 to parties are
tax-deductible for individuals or corporations
which may claim a 22 per cent income tax
benefit (Melchionda, 1997: 206). In 1994, Japan
introduced tax benefits for contributions to a
political party or a fundraising or support group
(koenkai), but not to a candidate. In order to qual-
ify for the tax benefit the contribution has to be
made by an individual and the total amount per
year has to exceed ¥ 10,000 (= US$89). The tax-
payer may choose between a tax deduction (not
exceeding 25 per cent of his or her total income)
or a tax credit of 30 per cent (Levush, 1997: 142).

Since 1974, individuals and corporations in
Canada have been able to claim a tax credit
against income tax. The tax credit system
(federally and, meanwhile, in all provinces)
has stimulated individual giving by the middle
class and family businesses, both of which pro-
vide large amounts of money in small dona-
tions. This public bonus for political donations
from private sources has reduced the parties’
dependency on corporate donations. Agents of
all candidates as well as registered parties may
issue (official) tax receipts. In the 1980s, more
than two-thirds of the government’s total
contribution to parties and candidates took
the form of tax credits (Stanbury, 1993: 95). The
high level of economic development and the
general well-being of Canadian citizens were
essential prerequisites for the success of this
public incentive. The tax credit tends to favour
parties organized along  mass party lines and
those able to reach great numbers of people via
direct mail drives (Paltiel, 1989: 72).

Today the tax benefit in Germany, which
equally applies to donations by an individual
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and to dues paid by a party member, is limited
to individual contributions. The maximum con-
tribution eligible for tax benefits is fixed at
about ¤3000. For half of the maximum, each
individual taxpayer may claim a 50 per cent tax
credit; the other half can be deducted from tax-
able income. No tax benefits are available for
corporate donations. Large donations have been
almost completely replaced by public subsidies.

Many countries do not provide tax benefits
for private donors – Sweden, Spain, Israel,
Switzerland and the UK among them. In
Switzerland only 9 of the 23 cantons, but not
the federation, offer a tax deduction to political
donors (Drysch, 1998: 83). The UK has dis-
tanced itself from tax relief because this form of
state aid to political parties is considered to be
too expensive.

Indirect subsidies

Voter registration is taken care of by the state in
European countries. Local governments pay
for election officers, polling station facilities
and delivery of election materials. In Israel, the
state is responsible for the transportation of
voters to and from distant polling booths
(Mendilow, 1989: 133).

Media access is most important among the
indirect subsidies. In countries with state-
owned radio and TV stations, airtime tradition-
ally has been provided for policy statements
and party advertising. Sometimes private
media offer the same service because this is
required by law. Free airtime is allocated either
according to party strength (number of seats
and/or extent of popular vote) or on equal
terms. In Israel, a compromise between both
methods governs the allocation of broadcasting
time (Levush, 1997: 116). In Australia, no party
may receive more than half of the total time
(Chaples, 1994: 32–5). In Japan, there are free
spots on public television and radio as well as
free newspaper advertisements. The number of
all these advertisements is governed by the
number of candidates. The most restrictive con-
ditions apply in Switzerland, where parties are
not allowed to present their own advertising
material in the electronic media.

In some countries, such as Britain, candi-
dates are entitled to a free mailing to every
elector within the constituency or to reduced
postage for mass mailings. Spain provides
quite large sums of public money for the costs
of direct election mailings.

Free use of halls in public buildings (e.g.
schools) for rallies or meetings (Britain, Japan,

Spain) and reduced rates for office space (Italy)
are other options. Free space for posters on bill-
boards may also be provided (Spain, the
Netherlands, Israel and Germany).

For Germany, Austria and the Netherlands,
public subsidies for party-affiliated founda-
tions have to be mentioned. However, only
part of their work is relevant party competi-
tion: the training of party workers, candidates
and municipal councillors, and political (not
necessarily policy) research for the parties.

If one portion of a subsidy to parliamentary
groups is earmarked for advertising (as it is
in Austria) there is strong indication that party
organizations will save for extra spending.
Furthermore, incumbent politicians may ‘abuse’
their offices and assistants, paid for by a flat
grant, or specified allowances for free travel,
postage, telephone and computer facilities.

RULES ON TRANSPARENCY

Time and again scandals have unleashed
demand for more transparency in political
funding. The major aim of legal action is to
make political money an issue of public policy,
in which the public keeps a lasting interest.
Although perfect transparency may not be
achieved, the desire for proper financial con-
duct is legitimate in any democracy. Limitations
of action will result from principle as well as
from practicality.

Disclosure of donors’ identity

People have a right to know who are the back-
ers of a party. Nevertheless disclosure of
donors’ identity is riddled with contradictions.
The very idea of the secret ballot suggests
that a donor’s privacy should be protected.
Considerable influence by ‘fat cats’, however,
undermines democratic equality (‘one person,
one vote’). The practical solution will distin-
guish between donors (individual, corporation,
organization) and look for cut-off points. The
legislative task at hand is to find an enduring
and reliable separation between contributing
money (as a means of political participation)
and buying access to decision-makers or a
specific decision (as incidents of influence
peddling).

While Swedish law still upholds the tradi-
tional view that the privacy of each donor has
to be respected (Gidlund, 1994: 108), Austria
has found the ‘half-way’ solution of gather-
ing information (for later inspection by the
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federal audit office in the event of a scandal)
but not disclosing any donor’s identity to the
public (Sickinger, 1997: 134). Most democracies
now have disclosure rules that separate indi-
vidual from corporate donors and define a
threshold for amounts that have to be dis-
closed. In this respect Germany, Britain and the
Netherlands are at the high end (between
US$5000–10,000), while the USA, Canada,
France and Japan represent the low end (with
disclosure thresholds ranging between US$ 100
and US$ 400). In Australia, the threshold for
disclosure is A$1500. In Portugal, donations by
individuals which exceed 10 times the monthly
minimum wage have to be disclosed.

Furthermore, any disclosure regulation has
to identify the legal procedure, a person or
institution who is responsible and the kind of
information which has to be disclosed. The latter
can be very different. Alongside the amount
donated, name (as in Canada and the UK) and
address (as in Australia) can be required.
Stricter rules may also stipulate the disclosure
of ID number (e.g. in Spain), the employer or
occupation of the donor, and the date of the
donation (e.g. in France). For a policy to be
effective, the information disclosed should be
accurate, timely, accessible and comprehensible
to potential users.

Some countries have instituted additional
provisions. In Britain, donations must be
reported quarterly between elections, and
within 7 days during a campaign period. In
Japan, disclosure also applies to individuals and
corporations buying tickets for fundraising
events. In Portugal, any donation by a legal
entity has to be accompanied by a written con-
firmation. In Italy, a corporate donation must be
approved by the board of directors and (accord-
ing to statute law, but rarely in practice) has to
be disclosed twice – in the donor company’s
annual report and in the recipient party’s bal-
ance sheet. Full disclosure always places an
administrative burden on the parties, occasion-
ally even without really improving their open-
ness and accountability (Young, 1991: 20).

Reporting of party funds

In nearly all countries, parties and candidates
either are required by statute law to give a report
or do so on a voluntary basis. Information
given in such reports is often rather incom-
plete. This especially concerns the elements of
a party which provide reports and the cate-
gories which are to be reported. Reports usu-
ally include various sources of party income

and items of expenditure – staff and offices,
advertisements in print media, radio and TV,
campaign material, direct mailing, and opinion
polling. The major problem of reports in many
countries is that data for the regional and local
party organizations are not included. The
reports (most of them have to be submitted
annually and additionally after elections)
must be presented to a specific branch of public
administration, parliament or a special agency
(see below). Usually the reports have to be
published.

Among the Anglo-Saxon countries,  Canadian
reporting rules are the most rigorous. The chief
agents of registered parties have to report each
year; after an election the parties as well as the
official agent of each candidate must file a return
on the election expenses incurred. Recently con-
stituency associations, leadership campaigns
and nomination contestants have been added
to those who file financial reports. Although
Britain, where legislation has concentrated on
candidates for more than a century, and
Australia have some experience in political
finance rules, the reporting regime in both coun-
tries is less developed.

Sweden and the Netherlands have a legal
tradition of not reporting party funds because
their parties are considered to be part of civil
society. Both countries, however, provide for
some transparency, although financial reports
cover the national party organization only and
do not follow a common format (Gidlund,
1991: 20; Koole 1990: 50, 62). In other European
countries, reporting is stipulated by law,
although to different degrees. Party reports in
Austria have to prove that public subsidies
have been spent in accordance with the law:
several Länder demand reports, albeit less strict
than federal law. Thus the data published by
Austrian parties are by no means compre-
hensive (Sickinger, 1997: 236) and the level of
transparency is much less than for their
German counterparts.

Annual reports in Germany include income
and expenditure, debts and assets of the entire
party organization at all levels (local, state and
federal). This comprehensive accountability
has been in effect since 1984 and is safeguarded
by a detailed clause in the constitution (Article
21). The only major problem of previous years
has been solved by recent regulation: a sepa-
rate category for ‘assessments’ (contributed to
party coffers by federal, state and European
legislators as well as municipal councillors)
has been restored to the reporting schedule.

Regulations in France, Italy, Portugal and
Spain look almost perfect as laid down in the
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statute book. However, each country offers
specific loopholes, among them support com-
mittees in campaigns, local party branches, and
a strict separation between annual and cam-
paign reports. In Japan, parties, candidates and
their support groups have to give detailed state-
ments of their income and expenditure. Israeli
parties have to include affiliated bodies, such as
newspapers, in their reports. Nevertheless the
funding situation in these countries is far from
transparent. Moreover, enforcement is a serious
problem.

RULES ON ENFORCEMENT

Many different authorities and agencies are
responsible for monitoring, control and
enforcement. Nevertheless, public opinion
informed by watchful eyes in the media will be
more important. Public agencies cannot have
much impact without public interest in their
activities.

Monitoring and control

Problems with monitoring and control of party
and campaign funding have led to changes in
regulation and increased transparency in many
countries. As there is no regulation on party
funding, no control is required in Switzerland.
Despite considerable public funding, Swedish
law does not touch upon the autonomy of par-
ties either. Austria and the Netherlands restrict
public scrutiny to auditing the spending of
public subsidies. For this purpose, both coun-
tries rely on the professional expertise of a
chartered accountant selected by the recipient
party (Koole, 1990: 50; Sickinger, 1997: 132–5).

With the exception of just a few countries,
financial reports by parties and candidates are
published in an official document (Spain,
Portugal, France, Italy, Germany) and/or in
newspapers (Austria and Italy). In some coun-
tries, the financing of political life is dealt with
by different administrative bodies (e.g. in
France, Italy, Spain), by just one public authority
(as in Austria, Germany, Japan, the Netherlands)
or by a special agency (e.g. in Australia, Britain,
Canada and the USA). The latter agency is
responsible for the auditing of reports and will
act on behalf of the general public.

Case studies of several countries show that
highly sophisticated rules and over-regulation
of the subject do not lead to best practice
(Austin and Tjernström, 2003: 141–5). Much
depends on the set of instruments available

and the political will to use them. In Australia,
tougher legislation, combined with efficient
operation of an agency (see below), has effec-
tively limited abuse. In Britain, the statutory
limits for campaign spending in constituencies
were generally accepted, but rarely checked
(Pinto-Duschinsky, 1981: 249). Especially in by-
elections, limits were often exceeded without
anyone complaining.

In France, the very complex and sometimes
contradictory nature of legal stipulations
leaves transparency of party funds still lack-
ing. In other countries, reporting procedures
look perfect at first glance, but there is still
room for grave doubts concerning efficiency
and impact. In Italy, for example, it was an
open secret for many years that expenses
reported in published accounts exceeded
declared income. Spanish and Portuguese
parties have proven reluctant to introduce tight
obligations and timely reporting. State audi-
tors have limited authority to go beyond the
information which is offered by the parties
(van Biezen, 2000: 332; del Castillo, 1994: 100).

In Israel, the state controller found that most
parties had laundered money and illegally
transferred foreign funds during the 1999 cam-
paign. Before that scandal broke two major
loopholes had already been identified: the
establishment of non-profit organizations and
the raising of large contributions ahead of the
nine-months reporting period (Hofnung, 1996:
144). In Japan, national and local election agen-
cies administer the process of reporting and
disclosure. However, they are not allowed to
verify financial statements. Frequent scandals
show that bans are not monitored effectively.

In Germany, the parliamentary administra-
tion under supervision of the speaker of the
federal parliament has to check parties’ finan-
cial reports, to publish them and to comment
on them in a parliamentary paper. Over the
course of decades, reporting has gradually
improved to impressive quality. However, time
and again some find loopholes in the regula-
tion, generally in its less developed disclosure
part. It all started with a massive influx of
donations assigned to the name of a party’s
bagman or termed ‘anonymous’, and money
from corporate sources (laundered to ensure a
tax-exempt status). Occasionally corporate
donations are split among subsidiaries of big
companies (which is perfectly legal, but incurs
the wrath of the media). More recently, scan-
dals have involved (clandestine) funds of a
party leader, (unreported) surplus funds held
in a foreign bank account and donations by a
businessman interested in a specific policy
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decision although they were disclosed properly.
A watchful administration and an active public
will do more to stop such practices than stricter
regulation.

Sanctions and enforcement

Because Sweden has no rules on the statute
book, no sanctions are necessary for enforce-
ment. The Netherlands operates disclosure
rules but they have no specific sanctions in the
event of non-cooperation. Everywhere else fines
and imprisonment are rare. Under the legal
regime for constituency campaigns in Britain, it
is up to a defeated candidate to file a legal case
against the winner. The year 1999 saw the first
major post-war case against a sitting MP and
her election agent (Crown vs. Jones and Whicher).
Although both were initially found guilty of
spending twice the constituency limit, the deci-
sion was later reversed on appeal.

If parties in Austria or Germany do not meet
reporting requirements, public subsidies will
be withheld. When it was revealed that a major
party in Germany had not reported consider-
able assets held in foreign bank accounts by
one of its state branches, the speaker of the fed-
eral parliament refused to grant the full
amount of the public subsidy to the federal
party. In addition, a severe cash penalty was
imposed for not disclosing the identity of
various donors who had contributed to the for-
mer party leader’s secret fund. In passing, it
should be noted that a scandal similar to the
one which struck Germany in early 2000 could
not have occurred in the Netherlands, Sweden,
Canada, Britain, Austria or Switzerland –
simply because no legislation of an equally
demanding character was in place in these
countries at the time.

In Italy, infringement of the law seems to be
generally accepted by candidates, parties and
donors as well as in wider sections of civil
society. Thus the practical value of various
sanctions (fines, prison sentences of up to 4
years, or suspension of subsidy allocations) is
reduced. In the event of a suspected violation
of the law in France, the attorney general can
take up the matter, but administrative and
penal sanctions are very modest. If irregulari-
ties with candidates’ campaign reports occur,
an electoral judge can apply electoral sanctions
(e.g. declare a candidate ineligible).

The prerogatives of Spanish authorities are
even more restricted. Election officials may
report breaches of the law to the public prose-
cutor, but they cannot impose any sanction

(van Biezen and Nassmacher, 2001: 151). The
audit office may recommend that the public
subsidies for a party not complying with the
rules be reduced. Authority to impose sanc-
tions ultimately rests with the Spanish parlia-
ment. Sometimes parties actually prefer to pay
a relatively small fine, rather than to comply
with all legal provisions. In Portugal, in 1996
three of the four parliamentary parties were
fined a total of US$10,000 for infringements of
the law.

In Israel, the Knesset Finance Committee fre-
quently has retroactively increased the financ-
ing unit, that is, the amount of the public
subsidy as well as the spending limit. If inspec-
tion by the state controller reveals any suspi-
cion of a criminal act, he must refer the matter
to the attorney general. Traditionally enforce-
ment of rules has been less strict than the letter
of the law prescribes. If accounting rules or
deadlines for reporting and disclosure are vio-
lated in Japan, the person responsible can be
fined or imprisoned. Implementation, however,
has been rather lenient: up to 1992 no MP had
been prosecuted (Blechinger, 1998: 240, 342–3).
Since 1994 the number of cases in which politi-
cians have been sentenced for violation of the
political funds control law has increased.

Experience in Italy, Israel and elsewhere, not
least the USA, has shown that detailed regula-
tion sometimes achieves the opposite of what
was intended either because it opens up the
search for legal loopholes or because political
actors change the rules to suit their purposes. If
rules are applicable, much depends on their
enforcement (Austin and Tjernström, 2003:
145–53).

Enforcement agencies

Although Paltiel (1976: 108) considered an
independent agency in charge of enforcing
party financing rules as a necessary element of
any reform legislation, such bodies operate in
no more than five democracies: Australia,
Britain, Canada, France and the USA. (For the
US Federal Election Commission see Chapter 39
in this Handbook.) In Canada, the chief elec-
toral officer is charged with additional duties:
to look into alleged violations of funding rules
and to impose sanctions if necessary. As the
Canada Elections Act can only be enforced
through the criminal courts, most offences are
resolved with punitive measures. Outright vio-
lations of the law are rare due to financial regu-
lations that work effectively for candidates and
parties.
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The Australian Election Commission (AEC)
is composed of a (former) federal judge as chair,
the Electoral Commissioner as chief executive
and another part-time, non-judicial member,
hitherto the Australian Statistician. The AEC is
empowered to probe into party accounts. For
continuous monitoring of political funds, it has
developed a three-year audit cycle to cover all
state branches of the registered parties. Personnel
resources constitute a major limitation.

French presidential elections fall under the
jurisdiction of the Conseil Constitutionnel,
which has only limited powers to apply sanc-
tions. A special authority, the CCFP, is com-
prised of nine members, appointed for 5 years,
and has 30–40 staff. It approves, rejects or
changes the reports which candidates submit
regarding their campaign spending, as well as
the annual reports by political parties (Doublet,
1997: 43–6). Nevertheless, the powers of the
CCFP are rather limited.

Recently in Britain, an independent Electoral
Commission of five commissioners has been
installed. It oversees compliance with new
requirements (especially monitoring of dona-
tions, their disclosure and submission of proper
party accounts). The commission may recom-
mend to the Director of Public Prosecutions
that he ask a court to apply criminal sanctions
(fines, imprisonment) against those responsible
within the parties.

After reform legislation, political parties in
most Western democracies are officially recog-
nized, their nationwide campaigns under
purview of a law, their financial operations sub-
ject to statutory transparency. One can probably
say that ‘compulsory reporting and disclosure
of … income and cost had a sanitising effect’ on
parties and elections (Paltiel, 1989: 73).
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Tocqueville famously observed that in
America, most political questions of the
moment become the subject of litigation sooner
or later (2000: 257). In the case of questions
relating to political parties, it was later. Indeed,
until the final decades of the nineteenth cen-
tury, American parties had little to do with any
sort of law. When legal regulation finally came,
it was imposed by state legislatures. It was not
until well into the twentieth century that the
courts entered the fray independently of legis-
latures. When they did, it was initially to add
new legal restraints on parties, primarily as
part of the effort to extend voting rights to
African-Americans in southern states. Since
the 1970s, the courts have more frequently
employed the Constitution to protect the par-
ties against regulation imposed by legislatures.

This chapter briefly describes the regulation
of parties by legislatures and later by the courts
and then describes and analyzes in greater
detail the more recent constitutional protection
of parties against legislative control, especially
in connection with the nomination of candi-
dates. Attention is given to the efforts of minor
parties and independent candidates to obtain
judicial protection. Finally, some other areas of
law affecting parties are briefly canvassed.

REGULATION

National political parties at first functioned as
caucuses formed by leaders in Congress and
later became mass organizations that served
not only the goals of ambitious politicians but

also mobilized political efforts on the great
dividing controversies – especially over the
scope of the federal government’s powers and
functions and over slavery (Aldrich, 1995;
Silbey, 2002). By and large, the formation and
operation of the parties occurred with neither
protection nor regulation by the law. In the
period beginning in the 1880s and continuing
for about three decades, state legislatures
imposed numerous far-reaching regulations on
parties. One of the first and most important
was the adoption of the secret or ‘Australian’
ballot.1 Although this change did not operate
directly on the parties, it affected them greatly
because it entailed a state-provided ballot, thus
ending the usual practice of casting ballots
provided to voters by parties. Other important
legislation included regulation of party mem-
bership and governance and the requirement
that parties nominate candidates in direct pri-
mary elections. As a corollary to the adoption of
the state-provided ballot and the direct pri-
mary, legislatures determined other important
questions such as the requirements for candi-
dates and parties to appear on the ballot.

State courts almost invariably upheld these
and other regulations against claims that they
violated state constitutional guarantees of free
elections and freedom of speech and associa-
tion. The state courts regarded the new laws as
intended to protect the rights of voters, in part
because judges shared with Mugwumps and
Progressives the view that party leaders and
elected officials were often corrupt. Because of
the parties’ central role in elections, the courts
were willing to regard them as quasi-state
agencies subject to legal control (Winkler, 2000).
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The parties’ relation to the state gained new
importance in the mid-twentieth century when
African-Americans challenged their exclusion
from Democratic Party primaries in the South.
The Fifteenth Amendment prohibits denial of
the vote on racial grounds and the Fourteenth
Amendment guarantees equal protection of the
laws. When the Supreme Court enforces these
and other constitutional rights it invokes the
‘state action’ doctrine, which assumes that a
given action is attributable either to the state
or to a private person. When the state acts, it
is subject to the Fourteenth and Fifteenth
Amendments and other constitutional provi-
sions guaranteeing individual rights. When
private persons act, they are protected by the
constitutional restraints on the government. 

The white primary cases were a series of deci-
sions by the Supreme Court prompted by per-
sistent efforts of the Texas legislature and the
Texas Democratic Party to use the state action
doctrine to shield their exclusion of blacks
from primaries. In the decisive case of Smith v.
Allright, 321 US 649 (1944), the Court decided
that the primary and general elections were
‘fused … into a single instrumentality’. Texas’s
detailed regulation of and involvement in the
primaries turned the nomination process into a
state function, despite its being conducted by
the ostensibly private Democratic Party. Smith
v. Allright did not itself end the disfranchise-
ment of blacks in the South – it took the Voting
Rights Act of 1965 to accomplish that – but it
helped (Lawson, 1999). The white primary cases
are generally regarded as one of the bright spots
in the history of the Supreme Court. 

However, in the 1970s, when parties sought
and the courts intimated they might be ready to
offer a measure of protection against state regu-
lation, some scholars began rethinking the
Court’s treatment of party nominations as state
action. Controversy focused on the last and the
most difficult of the white primary cases. The
case arose in Fort Bend County, Texas. In that
county, the Jaybird Democratic Association, a
group founded in 1889, held a straw vote every
year several months before the official
Democratic primary. The Jaybird vote was open
to any white voter. The winner of the Jaybird
vote had no special official status under state
law and had to compete on an equal basis with
every other candidate in the primary. In prac-
tice, however, losers in the Jaybird primary sel-
dom ran in the primary and the Jaybird victor
always won the primary and general elections.
In Terry v. Adams, 345 US 461 (1953), a majority
split between three separate opinions held that
the Jaybirds’ exclusion of blacks from the straw

vote violated the Fifteenth Amendment. Terry
continues to trouble and divide scholars (Kester,
1974; Rotunda, 1975; Katz, 2004).

What prompted continued interest in the
white primary cases was the obstacle they were
thought to pose to extension of constitutional
protection to parties. The difficulty is, if the
conduct of the party primary is regarded as
state action, does that mean the state can deter-
mine how the primaries are conducted free of
any constitutional protection for the parties
whose nominations are at stake? 

As we trace the Supreme Court’s movement
from regulation to protection we shall see that
the Court’s eminently wise solution to the state
action problem has been to ignore it (Persily,
2001b: 758). The first important stirrings in the
direction of protection for parties came in a
series of controversies in the 1970s over the
selection and seating of delegates at national
Democratic conventions. Brown v. O’Brien, 409
US 1 (1972), went to the Supreme Court on the
eve of the 1972 Democratic National Convention.
The credentials committee, whose rulings would
be subject to review by the convention dele-
gates, had upheld challenges to the California
and Illinois delegations. The California chal-
lenge was based on the fact that California
had conducted a winner-take-all primary.
George McGovern, who had won the primary,
was assured the nomination for president if he
received all the California delegates, whereas
the nomination might be up for grabs if the
California delegation were divided among the
candidates in proportion to their vote per-
centages. The Illinois delegation, which was
controlled by Chicago Mayor Richard Daley,
was challenged for underrepresenting women,
minorities, and young people.

A federal appellate court overruled the
credentials committee by restoring the full
McGovern delegation from California, but left
standing the rejection of the Daley delegates
from Illinois. The Supreme Court undid the
appellate court’s intervention because of the
lack of time for adequate consideration and
the availability of the convention as a forum
to reconsider the credentials committee’s deci-
sions.2 But the Court also expressed ‘grave
doubts’ about the appellate court’s decision to
intervene and noted ‘[h]ighly important ques-
tions’ concerning justiciability, whether the
actions of the credentials committee were state
actions, and the involvement of ‘vital rights of
association’.

Another case involving the Illinois delegate
controversy arose later, when an Illinois state
judge held the anti-Daley delegates in contempt
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of court for accepting delegate seats at the
convention, in violation of an injunction the
judge had issued previously. In Cousins v.
Wigoda, 419 US 477 (1975), the Supreme Court
ruled that the state judge had no power to
control the actions of the national convention.

The most interesting of the cases involving
the national conventions was Democratic Party
of the United States v. Wisconsin ex rel. La Follette,
450 US 107 (1981), prompted by the Democratic
National Committee’s call for the 1980 conven-
tion, which required that participation in the
selection of delegates be limited to Democrats
only. Wisconsin had employed an ‘open’ pri-
mary since 1903, when it became the first state
to adopt the direct primary system for nomi-
nating candidates (Wekkin, 1984). An open pri-
mary is one in which each voter may vote
in the primary of whichever party he chooses
on election day, without regard to party mem-
bership or affiliation.3 Wisconsin Democrats
defied the national party by conducting an
open primary in 1980. A Wisconsin state court
ordered the national party to seat Wisconsin’s
delegates at the convention, despite the viola-
tion of the national party rules. The Supreme
Court reversed the state court’s order.

Speaking for the Court, Justice Stewart
emphasized that he was not ruling that the
national Democrats could prevent Wisconsin
from conducting an open primary. Wisconsin
had an interest in conducting its elections as
it chose and the national Democrats had an
interest in how the delegates to their conven-
tion were selected. These interests were not
incompatible:

The National Party rules do not forbid Wisconsin
to conduct an open primary. But if Wisconsin does
open its primary, it cannot require that Wisconsin
delegates to the National Party Convention vote
there in accordance with the primary results, if to
do so would violate Party rules.

At first blush this seems silly and one is
inclined to agree with Justice Powell, who
made the point in dissent that the purpose of
holding a primary is to determine how much
support the competing presidential candidates
will receive from the state’s delegation to the
national convention. What good does it do to
tell the state that it is perfectly free to run its pri-
mary any way it chooses, but that the primary
will count only if it is run the way the national
party orders? However, subsequent events
showed that Stewart was right and Powell
wrong. La Follette left both the Wisconsin party
and the national party with considerable lever-
age. Despite the Supreme Court’s ruling and

the violation of the national party’s rules, the
Democratic convention seated the Wisconsin
delegation. In 1984, the Wisconsin Democrats
yielded by selecting delegates at caucuses, but
by 1988 the national Democrats had given in,
revising the national rules to permit Wisconsin
to use an open primary.

The law of Cousins and La Follette is that
although the states may select delegates pretty
much as they choose within their own borders,
the national party at its convention is free to
accept or reject the delegates sent by the state
and may choose to replace these delegates with
substitutes selected using any method it cares
to honor. This seems to be a victory for the
national party, because it has the last word. But
the last word that the national party actually
will utter is determined politically. In the politi-
cal process, the states carry weight. Despite the
diminished glory of contemporary conventions,
they still receive public attention – attention
that a national party will not lightly direct
toward an arcane flap over delegate selection
(Lowenstein, 1993: 1771–7).

O’Brien, Cousins, and La Follette each con-
tained suggestions that the Court would pro-
tect the parties from undue state regulation,
but none did so unequivocally. Because they
were disputes between the national party and
state law (with the state party lining up on the
side of state law in La Follette), questions of fed-
eralism loomed large in each case. Confusion
could result if there were no single arbiter of
the rules for seating at the convention and
there was no alternative to the convention
itself serving as the arbiter (Peltason, 1999: 14).
Furthermore, the three cases could also be read
as exercises in judicial restraint, as the Court
sought to ensure that both state and federal
judges played as small a role as possible in
party affairs.4 Because the recognition of par-
ties’ rights was equivocal, the need to reconcile
the cases with the state action rulings in the
white primary cases was abated.

PROTECTION

The watershed case in which the entitlement of
parties to the protection of the First Amendment
was firmly established was Tashjian v. Republican
Party of Connecticut, 479 US 208 (1986). Con-
necticut had a closed primary system and an
unusually large number of voters not regis-
tered in either party. Republican Senator
Lowell Weicker was known as a maverick and
figured he could get an extra measure of
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protection against a primary challenge from
a more conservative or ‘regular’ Republican
if independents could vote in the Republican
primary. Republican state legislators, however,
had no desire to change the system under
which they had been elected. The Republicans
agreed on a compromise allowing indepen-
dents to vote in the Republican primary for
the top offices on the ticket, but retaining the
closed primary for lower offices, including
state legislators.

Democrats, who controlled the state legisla-
ture, refused to change the existing law, which
closed all primaries to everyone but party
members. Later the Republicans took control of
the legislature and passed a bill embodying
their compromise, but a Democratic governor
vetoed it. The Republicans then went to court,
claiming that the state’s refusal to allow them
to include independents in a portion of their
primary was a denial of the party’s freedom of
association.5 In Tashjian, the Supreme Court
agreed with the Republicans and struck down
the closed primary law, not because the closed
primary itself was unconstitutional but because
it was up to the party, not the state legislature, to
decide who could vote in the party’s primary.6

The Court emphasized that the nomination
of candidates is the ‘basic function’ of a politi-
cal party. It soon became clear, however, that
the party’s constitutionally protected right of
association extended beyond the nomination
process. In Eu v. San Francisco County Democratic
Central Committee, 489 US 214 (1989), the Court
freed parties from laws dictating their gover-
nance on a host of matters such as the term of
office for party chairs. Eu also extended the
party’s constitutionally protected control over
its nominations by preventing California from
enforcing a statute that prohibited parties or
their official committees from endorsing candi-
dates in primaries.7 The political significance of
the latter ruling is questionable. Party endorse-
ments in primary races have had declining elec-
toral value and may now be worth little (Maisel
and Bibby, 2002: 75).

The Supreme Court gave no explanation in
Tashjian and Eu of where parties stood under
the state action doctrine or how these decisions
could be reconciled with the white primary
cases. Perhaps for this reason, commentators
tend to assume that the legal and constitu-
tional questions related to parties reduce to the
question of the conceptual relation of parties to
the state (Peltason, 1999; Persily and Cain,
2000; Maisel and Bibby, 2002).8 But despite the
lack of an articulated rationale from the
Supreme Court, there is little or no doubt on

this question at present. Parties are both state
actors subject to constitutional and statutory
limits on their ability to deprive individuals of
constitutional rights and private actors whose
own constitutional rights merit protection. 

For a long time, a number of leading consti-
tutional law scholars have contended that the
state action doctrine should be regarded as a
matter of degree rather than as an either/or
proposition. As these scholars would have it,
when an action or practice is challenged, the
degree of state involvement and the extent to
which personal privacy and autonomy are at
stake are elements that should be part of the
substantive constitutional determination, in
contrast to the state action doctrine, which
posits an either/or question as a threshold bar
to substantive consideration of a constitutional
claim (Horowitz, 1957; Van Alstyne and Karst,
1961; Glennon and Nowak, 1976; Tushnet,
1988).9 The Supreme Court has shown no sign
of accepting this view in general but has
followed it silently in the case of political
parties (Rush, 1993). Occasional cases continue
to be brought to stop claimed party infringement
of individual rights. For example, in Morse v.
Republican Party of Virginia, 517 US 186 (1996), a
divided Court interpreted the preclearance
requirement of Section 5 of the Voting Rights
Act to extend to a party’s decision to nominate
its candidates at a convention (Petterson,
2002). However, current-day litigation occurs
far more often because a party seeks protection
of its speech and associational rights against
legal control. The preponderance of this form
of litigation has two causes. Disputes compara-
ble to the white primary cases seldom arise
because of the politically motivated tendency
of parties toward inclusion rather than exclu-
sion. On the other hand, cases in which parties
seek judicial protection are encouraged by the
courts’ recognition of the parties’ unique posi-
tion as mediators between the government and
the electorate and as organizing forces in elec-
tions (Lowenstein, 1993; Persily, 2001b).

Currently, a far more difficult and practically
significant conceptual issue than state action is
the question of just whom the Court is protect-
ing when it upholds the associational rights of
parties. Political science has long understood
parties to be loose organizations whose major
activities are conducted outside their formal
structures. The most common classification rec-
ognizes three aspects of a party: the party in
the electorate, the party organization, and the
party in or running for office (Key, 1964;
Hershey and Beck, 2003). Even that classifica-
tion simplifies the complex and loose structure
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of political parties. As several legal scholars
have pointed out, the ‘party’ asserting a viola-
tion of associational rights in litigation is often
one element of the party seeking to nullify a
political victory achieved by other elements of
the same party (Lowenstein, 1993, 1998; Persily,
2001a, 2001b; Garrett, 2002; Kang, 2006). That
was not much of a problem in Tashjian, in which
the Republicans stood united behind the com-
promise they had reached. Their conflict plainly
was with the Democrats. But it was very much
a problem in Eu, in which the plaintiffs were
‘[v]arious county central committees of the
Democratic and Republican Parties, the state
central committee of the Libertarian Party,
members of various state and county central
committees, and other groups and individuals
active in partisan politics in California’.10 Setting
aside the Libertarians, why should this ragtag
group of plaintiffs be assumed to speak for the
major parties more than the Democratic and
Republican legislators who had adopted the laws
in question?11 In Eu, dissident Democrats and
Republicans invoked the ‘party’s’ associational
rights in order to persuade the courts to over-
turn the wishes of more politically influential
elements within the parties.

The problem of who should be recognized as
speaking for the party can be particularly acute
when someone who plausibly claims to repre-
sent the party wishes to prevent a candidate from
running in the party’s primaries. In such cases,
the would-be candidates and any voters who
support them have rights – or interests, at least –
that must be considered, and the conflict will
involve the would-be candidate, conflicting
groups within the party, and, often, state laws.
The most important cases to date have involved
efforts to exclude David Duke from the Republican
presidential primary in Florida and Georgia in
1992 and to exclude Steve Forbes in 1996 and
John McCain in 2000 from the Republican presi-
dential primary ballot in New York. 

Georgia’s statutes ordered the Secretary of
State to create a preliminary list of persons
recognized by the news media throughout the
country as presidential candidates. A commit-
tee composed of the party leaders in the two
houses of the legislature and the state party
leader was authorized to remove candidates
from this list. The Secretary of State included
Duke on the list and, as you probably have
guessed, the three-member Republican com-
mittee removed him. A federal appellate court
went back and forth but in the end upheld the
removal of Duke from the ballot.12

In New York, a statutory scheme made it
difficult for even a strong candidate to satisfy

the signature requirements to qualify for the
presidential primary ballot in all parts of the
state, especially a candidate without the support
of the state party organization. The courts gen-
erally ruled favorably to Forbes and McCain.

Nathaniel Persily (2001a: 2212–13), at the
conclusion of a thorough study of these cases,
suggests that for party leaders to control access
to the primary ballot they should be required
‘to develop [their] criteria well before the pri-
mary campaign begins’. His suggestion would
have worked well in New York, where the leg-
islature had enacted ad hoc rules shortly before
the primary campaign, when the lineup of can-
didates was known. However, his proposal
would not work well for parties confronted
with would-be candidates like David Duke.
It was reasonable for Republican leaders to
decide Duke’s candidacy would be detrimen-
tal to their party, on the basis not of objective
criteria but of a judgment that Duke’s back-
ground would associate the party with ideas
repugnant to the overwhelming majority of its
adherents. An improvement on Persily’s pro-
posal would be to permit the party to bar can-
didacies either on the basis of objective criteria
adopted well in advance as he suggests, or on
the basis of openly discretionary judgments. It
is unlikely that responsible Republicans would
have openly ruled that Forbes or McCain
should have been excluded from the ballot.
If they had done so, they would have faced
severe criticism. Instead, they attempted to
avoid an open discretionary judgment by
hiding behind onerous and discriminatory
petition requirements.

None of the controversies involving candidate
access to the primary ballot have reached the
Supreme Court. The next case in the Tashjian–Eu
line to do so was California Democratic Party v.
Jones, 530 US 567 (2000), which like Tashjian
involved party control over who could vote in
primaries. Jones arose when a group of ideologi-
cally moderate Republicans circulated initiative
petitions to switch California from closed to
‘blanket’ primaries. Blanket primaries are even
more open than ‘open’ primaries.13 In an open
primary, a voter can obtain a primary ballot for
any party without regard to party membership
or affiliation. In a blanket primary, there is only
one ballot, listing all the candidates for nomina-
tion in all parties. The voter can vote for one
candidate for each office, but only the candidates
in each party are running against each other
for that party’s nomination. A voter can vote in
the Democratic primary for one office, the
Republican primary in a second, the Libertarian
primary in a third, and so on. The supporters
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thought this system would make it easier for
them to win Republican primaries in California.

The initiative, known as Proposition 198,
was approved by the voters in 1996 by a 60–40
margin. Both major parties and some minor
parties preferred the closed primary and chal-
lenged Proposition 198 on the authority of
Tashjian. Jones resembled Tashjian in that the
political parties who challenged the blanket
primary were unified. It is no doubt true,
as some scholars have argued, that a major-
ity of registered Democrats and registered
Republicans who voted did so in favor of
Proposition 198 (Garrett, 2002: 128). However,
they were voting as citizens, not as Democrats
or Republicans, and the question no doubt
framed itself for most of them as giving them-
selves more options. A Democratic voter, say,
would win the opportunity to vote for a
Republican rather than a Democrat when the
Republican choice seemed more consequential
or interesting. It is not at all clear that a majority
in either party would vote in a party election
simply to open their own primary to non-
members, thus diluting their own votes in
favor of others who would be unlikely to hold
congenial opinions.

What is remarkable about the Jones decision
is not that the Supreme Court decided in favor
of the parties but that it has been a relatively
controversial decision. Two members of the
Court – Justices Stevens and Ginsburg –
dissented, and the four federal judges in the
lower courts had ruled for the state. Political
scientists, who tend to be friendly to strong
parties, have defended the decision (Cain,
2001),14 but legal scholars have criticized it (Ortiz,
2000; Hasen, 2001; Issacharoff, 2001; Magarian,
2003). The hostility among legal scholars to the
result in Jones is reflective of a shift in the past
decade or so, during which many of them have
expressed varying degrees of discomfort with
the two-party system. Previously, legal scholars
usually ignored parties but when they gave
them any attention at all, they tended to take a
favorable or at least neutral view of the major
parties (Gottlieb, 1982; Geyh, 1983; Fitts, 1988).

What all the commentators have failed to do –
and indeed, what the Supreme Court majority
barely did – was to consider how clearly Jones
was controlled by the precedent of Tashjian. One
scholar (Pildes, 2001: 151) dismissed the ques-
tion with a vague reference to ‘open prece-
dents’, perhaps in the postmodern belief that all
precedents are ‘open’. At least Pildes, unlike
most other commentators, referred to the ques-
tion of precedent. Neither he nor anyone else
has attempted to explain why Tashjian was not

controlling. The dissenting justices in Jones
asserted that although Tashjian ‘extended First
Amendment protection to a party’s right to
invite independents to participate in its pri-
maries’, doing so did not suggest that parties
had a ‘right not to associate’ that would nullify
a state’s effort to open primaries to non-party
voters. These justices and, presumably, the
scholars who criticize Jones read Tashjian as
expressing a constitutional preference for open
primaries over closed. Under that view, a closed
primary would require the assent of both state
law and the party. Either state law or the party
could impose an open primary. But that view is
flatly contradicted by Justice Marshall’s opinion
for the Court in Tashjian. Justice Marshall was as
explicit as he could be that the Court was not
addressing the relative merits of different types
of primaries but simply holding that it was for
the party and not the state legislature to decide:

The relative merits of closed and open primaries
have been the subject of substantial debate since
the beginning of this century, and no consensus
has as yet emerged. [The state] invokes a long and
distinguished line of political scientists and public
officials who have been supporters of the closed
primary. But our role is not to decide whether
the state legislature was acting wisely in enacting
the closed primary system in 1955, or whether the
Republican Party makes a mistake in seeking to
depart from the practice of the past 30 years.

Of course, the Court could have overruled
Tashjian in Jones. It did not do so and no com-
mentator has said it should have. It follows
that the Court’s role in Jones was ‘not to decide
whether [initiative voters were] acting wisely
in enacting’ the blanket primary, but to order
the state to permit the parties to run their
primaries as they choose.15

Tashjian and Jones do not remove all control
over candidate selection from the state. For one
thing, the majority in Jones stated explicitly that
although the state cannot generally control
who may vote in primaries, it can require that
party nominations be by primaries rather than
by conventions or other methods.16 The Court
left open whether a party on its own could
open its primary to members of other parties. It
will be recalled that in Tashjian, the Republican
plaintiffs wanted to conduct what is known
as a ‘semi-closed’ primary, in which indepen-
dent voters but not those affiliated with other
parties might participate. If the Republicans
had proposed to conduct a fully open primary,
they would have affected the association
between the Democratic Party and its members.
Accordingly, the Court in Jones left open
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whether a party can switch to a fully open
primary unilaterally. 

On May 23, 2005, as this book was going to
press, a divided Supreme Court resolved this
question in Clingman v. Beaver, 125 S.Ct. 2029,
a case that might be read as undermining
Tashjian and thereby greatly diminishing the
parties’ constitutional right of association.
Oklahoma employs a ‘semi-closed’ primary, in
which independents may, at a party’s option,
vote in the party’s primaries. In Clingman, the
Court rejected the Libertarian Party’s claim
that it was constitutionally entitled to allow
voters to participate in the Libertarian pri-
maries despite being registered as Republicans
or Democrats or as members of other parties.
The members of the majority disagreed on
how much this restriction imposed on the
Libertarians’ freedom of association, but all of
them agreed that the imposition was insuffi-
ciently serious to require ‘strict scrutiny’,
which had been applied in Tashjian. If the
Court had upheld the Oklahoma system on the
ground that the state has an interest in protect-
ing the association between other parties and
their members that was not present in Tashjian,
the conclusion might have been debatable, but
it would not have cast doubt on Tashjian itself.
By ruling that the strict standard of review
used in Tashjian is not applicable, the decision
may have far-reaching implications. The majority
distinguished Tashjian on the ground that in
Connecticut but not in Oklahoma, voters had
to register as a member of the party in order to
vote in its primary. That is true, but some will
see it as of little significance when, in both
cases, the main point is that the state is pre-
venting a willing party from allowing willing
voters to participate in its nominating process.
It remains to be seen whether Clingman becomes
a step toward the overruling of Tashjian and,
presumably, Jones.

Even if Tashjian and Jones stand, a state can
structure its elections as Louisiana has done,
without any party nominations at all.
Louisiana holds a two-stage election. In the
first stage, all candidates of all parties run
against each other. If any candidate gets a
majority of votes he is elected. If no candidate
wins a majority, the two with the most votes
run against each other in the second stage.
Typically, they would consist of one Republican
and one Democrat, but in a strong one-party
area they might be two Republicans or two
Democrats. Although candidates are identified
as members of a party, they appear on the
second-stage ballot not as party nominees but by
virtue of their finishing among the top two in the

first stage. The state is not unconstitutionally
interfering in a party’s nomination process
because there are no party nominations. Few
state legislatures are likely to be attracted by
the Louisiana system and California voters
rejected a variant when it was proposed as an
initiative in 2004, though a similar measure
was approved in Washington.17 Persily (2001b:
811–15) argues that the state’s option to adopt
the Louisiana system is a sufficient political
check in the unlikely event that either of the
major parties should incline to closing its pri-
maries to an excessive degree.

MINOR PARTIES

Most scholars believe that structural features
of American government have been responsi-
ble for the two-party system that has charac-
terized our politics for most of our history. The
most often mentioned of these features is the
single-member district system of electing legis-
lators. The inability of a party that wins less
than a plurality in a given district to get any
representation is such a well-known deterrent
to support of third parties that political science
has given it a name, Duverger’s law (Duverger,
1959: 216–28; Riker, 1982). Duverger’s law can
explain why there tend to be two major parties
in any given area, but it does not explain why
a country as large and geographically diverse
as the United States does not have regional
parties as has sometimes been the case, for
example, in Canada. Elmer Schattschneider
(1942: 81–3) argued that the electoral college
was the most likely cause for our two-party
system being national. However, even these
two features do not explain why the same two
parties have predominated for the last century-
and-a-half, after an initial period in which the
identity of the two major parties changed
every generation or so. The most likely expla-
nation is that the introduction of direct pri-
maries ensured that the major parties would
remain flexible and responsive to changing
public needs and viewpoints (Lowenstein and
Hasen, 2004: 535–6). Voters usually gravitate to
third parties only when the major parties get
seriously out of touch with them (Rosenstone
et al., 1996: 162). Primaries make it unlikely that
such situations will persist.

These features of the American system may
have prevented third parties from succeeding,
but they have not prevented them from trying.
Minor parties do not have the representation
in the legislature that would permit them to
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ensure that the state’s laws meet their needs. It
is therefore not surprising that they have
resorted more often than the major parties to
the courts for relief. The most common occa-
sion for such litigation is a third party’s (or
independent candidate’s) desire for a place on
the ballot. As we have seen, the adoption of the
secret ballot in the late nineteenth century
made it necessary for the first time for the state
to provide a ballot. It followed that the state
had to decide which parties and candidates
would be listed on the ballot.

The state of Ohio can be credited with assur-
ing third parties and independent candidates
seeking ballot access a degree of constitutional
protection. Ohio’s rules for third parties to
reach the ballot in presidential elections were
so restrictive that in 1968 George Wallace,
running under the banner of the American
Independent Party, was unable to satisfy them.
The Ohio requirements for independent presi-
dential candidates were beyond the reach of
John Anderson in 1980. The Supreme Court
required Ohio to let Wallace and the American
Independents on the ballot in Williams v.
Rhodes, 393 US 23 (1968), and did the same for
Anderson in Anderson v. Celebrezze, 460 US 780
(1983). These cases are founded not on the
right of the party or the candidate, but on the
voting rights of their supporters.

Despite the Wallace and Anderson legal
victories in Ohio, the Court has permitted
states to set up barriers that will exclude parties
and candidates unable to show at least a rea-
sonably impressive degree of support. Thus, in
Jenness v. Fortson, 403 US 431 (1971), the Court
upheld Georgia requirements that had kept all
or nearly all third-party and independent can-
didates off the ballot since their adoption
nearly three decades earlier. Jenness and similar
decisions have been sharply criticized by legal
scholars, who tend to favor greater liberality
toward third parties (Smith, 1991; Winger,
1996, 2002). The ballot access cases have
also been criticized for failing to set a clear
standard for determining what requirements
are valid, primarily because the ‘standard of
review’ that the Court uses has been shifting
and sometimes unclear (Tribe, 1988; Latz,
1991). However, if we consider the results of
the cases that have reached the Supreme Court
rather than the Court’s verbal formulae, the
standards do not seem especially unclear. With
the assistance of the Court, Wallace and
Anderson were able to appear on every state’s
ballot in 1968 and 1980. In 1992 and 1996, Ross
Perot was able to accomplish the same without
the necessity for Supreme Court intervention.18

States cannot enforce requirements whose
effect is to bar from the ballot candidates or
parties with enough support to have a sub-
stantial impact on the election. Others can be
excluded.

Although the latter result is not to the liking
of some scholars, there is good reason for it.
One point commonly made against third-party
and independent candidates is that with only
slight support they may prevent a major party
winner from obtaining a majority or swing the
result from one major party to the other by tak-
ing more votes from one party than from the
other.19 The major parties have been known, by
various covert means, to encourage and even
subsidize minor candidacies for just this
reason. Another reason for not allowing ballot
access to candidates without impressive sup-
port is that their presence clutters the ballot
and makes voting more difficult. This is a
lesson that ought to have been learned from
Florida in 2000. Ten presidential candidates
(and their running mates) appeared on the
ballot, although only five were known to more
than a handful of voters.20 If Florida law had
barred the remaining five candidates from the
ballot, there would have been neither a butter-
fly ballot in Palm Beach County nor two pages
of presidential candidates in Duval County.

One important reason for the difference
between the Court and its critics among the
scholars is that the Court permits states to
regard elections as occasions for selecting the
officials who will operate the government
rather than as occasions for public expression.
What underlies much of the scholarship seek-
ing greater constitutional protection for minor
parties is the belief that voting should be pro-
tected not only as an instrumental but as an
expressive activity (Karst, 1975: 52–65; Winkler,
1993). In Burdick v. Takushi, 504 US 428 (1992),
the Court said that ‘[a]ttributing to elections a
more generalized expressive function would
undermine the ability of States to operate
elections fairly and efficiently’.21

Given the Court’s outlook, it is not surpris-
ing that in cases in which third parties or inde-
pendent candidates have sought benefits other
than ballot access, the results, though mixed,
have tended to go against them (Lowenstein
and Hasen, 2004: 548–79). Thus, in Buckley v.
Valeo, 424 US 1, 85–109 (1976), the Court
upheld public financing of presidential elec-
tion campaigns that pose formidable obstacles
to third-party eligibility,22 though in Brown v.
Socialist Workers ’74 Campaign Committee, 459
US 87 (1982), the Court also required that third
parties be excused from campaign disclosure
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requirements if they can show that disclosure
may expose them to official or private retribu-
tion. Arkansas Educational Television Commission
v. Forbes, 523 US 666 (1998), held that an inde-
pendent candidate has no constitutional right
to participate in a debate between the major
party candidates organized and broadcast by a
public television station.23 And in the most
widely despised case involving parties in recent
years, Timmons v. Twin Cities Area New Party,
520 US 351 (1997), the Court upheld an anti-
fusion law.

Fusion candidacies arise when an individual
appears on the ballot as the candidate of two or
more parties. Only a few states allow fusion
candidacies and only in New York are they a
significant part of the electoral system (Epstein,
1999: 65). In Timmons the New Party sought to
nominate a state legislative candidate who was
already the candidate of the Democratic-
Farmer-Labor (DFL) party.24 The Supreme
Court, in a 6–3 decision, upheld the anti-fusion
law that prevented the joint nomination.

The scholarly opposition to Timmons was led
by Richard Hasen (1997), who read the case as
permitting infringement of First Amendment
rights in furtherance of the state’s interest in
preserving the two-party system. He based his
interpretation primarily on the Court’s state-
ment that ‘the Constitution permits the
Minnesota Legislature to decide that political
stability is best served through a healthy two-
party system’.25 Other scholars accepted
Hasen’s interpretation (Peltason, 1999: 20;
Amy, 2002; Thompson, 2002: 70–80).

Hasen’s reading is a possible one, but it is
not the most plausible reading and certainly
not the friendliest. He emphasizes the term
‘two-party’ in the final phrase of the quoted
passage. The phrase takes on a different mean-
ing if instead we emphasize ‘healthy’. So read,
the Court’s statement does not suggest that
preservation of the two-party system is a state
interest that can justify constitutional infringe-
ments, but rather that given the existence of a
two-party system, the state has an interest in
keeping it healthy. We have seen that certain
features of the American system create incen-
tives and disincentives likely to result in a two-
party system. Proponents of proportional
systems may be unhappy about that conse-
quence, but single-member districts, the elec-
toral college and primaries do not restrict speech
or associational rights of parties, candidates,
or anyone else. The state cannot restrict such
rights to promote the two-party system, but
neither does the First Amendment require the
state to adopt an institutional structure that will

encourage multiple parties. Given the two-party
system that the state has the right to promote
and that does in fact exist, Timmons says, unre-
markably, that the state does have an interest in
keeping that system healthy.26

Opinions will often differ over what makes a
healthy system, but the case against the fusion
system is strong. Although scholars have criti-
cized anti-fusion laws as ‘entrenching’ the two
major parties (Issacharoff and Pildes, 1998:
683–7), the history of fusion in New York casts
severe doubt on that claim. Fusion has been
much less a device for minor parties to compete
against the major parties than a means of putting
pressure on candidates. Indeed, the leading
student of the subject concludes that the minor
parties in New York are better described as pres-
sure groups than as parties (Scarrow, 1983: 63–4).
Those parties ‘nominate’ major party candidates
much more often than they field their own can-
didates (1983: 56) and when they do run candi-
dates of their own it is usually punishment of the
major-party candidate for not being sufficiently
compliant. Thus, the proposal for the creation of
the Conservative Party in 1962 stated that its
function would be to ‘exercise leverage’ on the
major parties (1983: 61). The purpose of the
Right to Life Party, according to a spokesman,
is ‘not to have our own people elected to office.
We leave politics to the politicians. We would
prefer to endorse rather than run our own
people’ (1981: 61). Howard Scarrow reports that
although the Liberal Party ‘began as a group of
dedicated idealists, . . . few today doubt that its
dedication to principle has given way to obses-
sion with patronage. Similarly for the
Conservatives’ (1983: 73).

There is nothing obviously wrong about pro-
viding minor parties with a mechanism for
putting pressure on major-party candidates;
nor does the fact that fusion can be and is
abused differentiate it from most other features
of the political system. But if there is nothing
obviously wrong about fusion, neither is there
anything obviously right about it. Though
minor parties find it convenient to be given the
tactical tool of fusion, that does not make it a
First Amendment requirement. It may seem
that a restriction on a party’s ability to nomi-
nate the candidate of its choice strikes at the
heart of the party’s associational rights, as
Tashjian and Jones demonstrate (Fitts, 2002:
103–104). But as the Right to Life spokesman
quoted by Scarrow accurately stated, what
minor parties do in a fusion system is more
akin to endorsing than to nominating. Under
parliamentary procedures familiar to all, a
candidate is nominated once, though he may
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be seconded or endorsed many times. The
imposition on the New Party in Timmons is not
a distortion of its ability to put a candidate
before the public, but rather prevention of the
party’s desire to use the ballot for expressive
purposes – a desire that the Court had said in
Burdick the state did not have to accommodate.

OTHER ISSUES AFFECTING PARTIES

We have canvassed the central constitutional
issues defining the legal status of political par-
ties. There are other issues that affect the par-
ties in significant ways. Space permits a bare
mention of three of these: campaign finance,
redistricting, and patronage.

We have already seen that in Buckley v. Valeo
the Supreme Court upheld a system of public
financing that ordinarily excludes minor par-
ties. Two cases affecting the major parties were
decided in the past decade. Both arose out of
some expenditures made by the Colorado
Republican Party to purchase advertising criti-
cal of the Democratic candidate for the United
States Senate. Because the expenditures
occurred before the Republican candidate had
been nominated in the primary, the party could
plausibly claim that it had acted independently
of the candidate. 

In Colorado Republican Federal Campaign
Committee v. Federal Election Commission (Colorado
Republican I), 518 US 604 (1996), the Court held
that the party had the same right as other
entities – a right established in Buckley v. Valeo –
to spend independently of candidates without
limitation. In Federal Election Commission v.
Colorado Republican Federal Campaign Committee,
533 US 431 (2001), the Court upheld limits on
party spending that is coordinated with a candi-
date. Two justices, Ginsburg and Stevens, would
have upheld limits in both situations. Four jus-
tices, Kennedy, Rehnquist, Scalia, and Thomas,
would have struck them down in both situa-
tions. The position of the centrist justices, Breyer,
O’Connor, and Souter, was entirely consistent
with the Court’s campaign finance doctrine if it
is assumed that for purposes of campaign
finance regulation parties should be treated the
same as other private entities. But in practice, the
decisions in combination are perverse. Either of
the ‘extreme’ positions would have been better.
The two decisions encourage a party to separate
its campaigning from its candidates, an incentive
that serves no discernible purpose.27

The Supreme Court’s most recent campaign
finance decision, McConnell v. Federal Election

Commission, 540 US 93 (2003), upheld almost
all the provisions of the Bipartisan Campaign
Reform Act. These included harsh limitations
on the financial activities of both national and
state parties (Symposium, 2004).

Of all political activity in the United States,
perhaps none is as intensely partisan as redis-
tricting. The Supreme Court has decided a
great number of districting cases since it deter-
mined in Baker v. Carr, 369 US 186 (1962), that
such controversies are justiciable. Only two
were direct challenges to districting plans on
the ground that they were unconstitutional
partisan gerrymanders. In the first, Davis v.
Bandemer, 478 US 109 (1986), the Court held
that partisan gerrymandering claims were
justiciable but rejected the particular challenge
to the plan for the Indiana legislature. The lead
opinion, by Justice White, was obscure, but
seemed to indicate that a major party could
rarely, if ever, win a partisan gerrymandering
claim against its rival (Lowenstein, 1990).
Recently, in Vieth v. Jubelirer, 541 US 267 (2004),
the Supreme Court unsettled the question
thoroughly. Four justices, unable to make sense
of Davis v. Bandemer, asserted there are no judi-
cially manageable standards for deciding par-
tisan gerrymandering claims and therefore
would have declared such claims non-justiciable.
Four dissenting judges believed manageable
standards existed, but were unable to agree on
what the standard should be, putting forth
three competing proposals. The deciding vote
was cast by Justice Kennedy who, in an unusu-
ally irresponsible move even for a member of
the Supreme Court, said there might be a man-
ageable standard but he did not know of any.
Therefore he dismissed the case before the
Court, but refused to say that partisan gerry-
mandering claims are non-justiciable. This left
lower court judges who must hear future
partisan gerrymandering claims in a quandary.28

The practice of partisan patronage was
already in an advanced state of decline when
the Supreme Court, in Elrod v. Burns, 427 US 347
(1976), declared it a violation of the First
Amendment for most government employees to
be fired for partisan reasons. The Court applied
the same rule to government hiring in Rutan v.
Republican Party of Illinois, 497 US 62 (1990).
More ambitiously, the Court most recently has
attempted to bar overly partisan criteria in
the award of government contracts, in Board of
County Commissioners, Wabaunsee County v.
Umbehr, 518 US 668 (1996), and O’Hare Truck
Service v. City of Northlake, 518 US 712 (1996).
Whether these latest rulings will have much of
an effect is perhaps questionable.29

LEGAL REGULATION AND PROTECTION OF AMERICAN PARTIES 465

40-Katz-3336-Ch-39.qxd  11/22/2005  8:26 PM  Page 465



CONCLUSION

For nearly a century, political parties enjoyed
minimal contact with the law. When regulation
came, it came from the state legislatures and it
was far-reaching. The courts did not take much
of an affirmative role until well into the twentieth
century, when they subjected parties to consti-
tutional restraints, primarily in the cause of
extending voting rights to African-Americans
in the South. Constitutional regulation is still
potentially available, though it is infrequently
needed. State legislatures, which of course are
constituted by Democrats and Republicans,
continue to regulate the parties, though when
they regulate the major parties to a large extent
they are regulating themselves. Nevertheless,
beginning in the 1970s and more clearly in the
1980s, the Supreme Court has extended consti-
tutional protection to the parties. Whether the
justices are aware of it or not, in some of the
cases they appear to be supporting one side of
an intraparty dispute. Minor parties do not
constitute state legislatures and therefore are
more commonly dissatisfied with the regula-
tions applicable to them. The Supreme Court
has assured a place on the ballot for third par-
ties who can demonstrate they are likely to be
reasonably competitive. On other issues, minor
parties have usually been less successful.

Academics being academics, they tend to be
preoccupied with theories. Some believe they
can discern a consistent theoretical approach in
the Court’s decisions on parties and on election
issues more generally (Maveety, 1991). Others
believe the Court lacks a theory but believe it
should find one (Rush, 1993). Some would like
to thrust a theory upon the Court (Issacharoff
and Pildes, 1998; Pildes, 1999). Curmudgeons
find the prospect of a political theory sanc-
tioned and imposed by the judiciary some-
where between preposterous and pernicious
(Lowenstein, 2002).

NOTES

1 An Australian election law specialist commented
recently that his countrymen are puzzled by the
American use of this term, rather as the French
are puzzled by French fries and New Yorkers by
New York steaks.

2 As it happened, the Convention reached the same
conclusions as the federal appellate court. That is,
the rejection of the Daley delegates was sus-
tained, but the entire McGovern delegation was
seated, thus assuring McGovern the nomination.

Of course, the convention acted for political, not
legal, reasons. Then again, many would say that
in this and many other election cases, the courts
also acted for political, not legal, reasons.

3 Austin Ranney (1975: 167) observed that ‘the so-
called “closed” primaries are just a hair more
closed than the so-called “open” primaries’. But
Gary Wekkin (1984: 180–90) argues that the
difference between closed and open primaries is
important.

4 Another case from the 1970s, Marchioro v.
Chaney, 442 US 191 (1979), supports this inter-
pretation. There the Court stretched to avoid
deciding a state party’s claim of associational
rights in a challenge to a state statute.

5 There is no explicit guarantee of freedom of
association in the Constitution. However, the
Supreme Court found such a guarantee implicit
in the First Amendment in NAACP v. Alabama,
357 US 449 (1958).

6 It is therefore not inconsistent with the letter or
spirit of Tashjian that after the state enacted leg-
islation allowing parties to open their primaries
to non-members in order to comply with the
Court’s dictate, both major parties eventually
adopted a closed primary (Garrett, 2002: 120).

7 California law also prohibits parties and their
committees from endorsing candidates in non-
partisan elections, which in California include all
judicial and local elections. That prohibition is
more clearly unconstitutional than the ban struck
down in Eu. Although the ban on endorsements
in primaries is plainly a denial of freedom of
speech when applied to the party committees
speaking in their own names, it is hard to see
why the committees or the state conventions
have a constitutional right to endorse in the name
of the party itself. The purpose of the primary,
after all, is to find out who the party’s choice is to
be. In a non-partisan election, unless the party
committees can endorse in the name of the party,
there is no way for the party to speak at all. The
question of party endorsements in non-partisan
elections went to the Supreme Court in Renne v.
Geary, 501 US 312 (1991), but the Court disposed
of the case on procedural grounds without reach-
ing the merits. 

8 One scholar criticizes recent party decisions on
the ground that they ‘try to take their guidance
from’ the white primary cases (Pildes, 1999:
1620–1). No one who reads Tashjian, Eu, and
Jones (discussed below) is likely to agree with
this premise.

9 For a thoughtful opposing view, see Schwarzschild
(1988).

10 489 US 219.
11 Unlike Tashjian, there was nothing in Eu sug-

gesting that either major party was imposing
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rules on the other party over its objection. To the
contrary, the governance rules for Democrats
and Republicans were contained in separate
portions of the Elections Code and there was a
tradition of comity that permitted either party’s
legislators to amend its own provisions without
interference by the other party.

12 Duke v. Cleland, 954 F.2d 1526 (11th Cir. 1992);
Duke v. Cleland, 5 F.3d 1399 (11th Cir. 1993); Duke
v. Massey, 87 F.3d 1226 (11th Cir. 1996). In Florida,
the committee that excluded Duke consisted of
equal numbers of Republicans and Democrats.
The court ruled in favor of Duke. That made
sense, because a bipartisan panel could hardly
speak for the Republican Party, unless there was
an understanding that the Republican members
of the panel would make the decisions for the
Republicans and the Democratic members for
the Democrats. The 11th Circuit opinion does
not indicate any such practice or understanding,
Duke v. Smith, 13 F.3d 388 (11th Cir. 1994).

13 Bass (1998) refers to blanket primaries as ‘wide
open primaries’. Although his locution is more
descriptive, I use ‘blanket primaries’ because it
is the term in general use.

14 Empirical studies of the blanket primary by
political scientists are contained in Cain and
Gerber (2002).

15 479 US 222–3. It is not surprising that the popular
press sometimes misunderstood the Court’s
holding in Jones and described it as holding the
blanket primary unconstitutional. It is disap-
pointing to see distinguished scholars making
the same error (e.g. Pildes, 2001: 148–9; Maisel
and Bibby, 2002: 75).

16 For an early exploration of this question, see
Gottlieb (1982).

17 In Washington, parties have claimed that the
identification of a candidate on the ballot as, say,
a ‘Republican’ or a ‘Libertarian’ without the
party’s authorization is a violation of the party’s
constitutional rights. That issue is currently
being litigated.

18 Green Party candidate Ralph Nader appeared
on the ballot in all but seven states in 2000.

19 Persily and Cain (2000: 807) favor access for a
party that has potential to swing the election
result, even when the expected vote for the
minor party is minute, and therefore the only
reason for its possible decisiveness is the
expected extreme closeness of the major-party
race. This seems to me precisely the situation in
which it is best for the minor party or candidate
not to appear on the ballot.

20 These were Bush, Gore, Nader, Buchanan, and
the Libertarian candidate.

21 Elizabeth Garrett (2002: 124) criticizes Timmons,
discussed below, for not understanding the

expressive purposes of minor parties. The
quoted language from Burdick suggests that
the Court is guilty of no failure to understand the
purposes of minor parties. Rather, it holds that
the state has no obligation to divert elections
from their purpose, which is instrumental. One
can agree with the quoted language from Burdick
without agreeing with its holding that it is con-
stitutional for a state to refuse to allow write-in
votes.

22 For criticism, see Nicholson (1977).
23 For criticism, see Raskin (1999). For criticism of

the criticism, see Lowenstein (1999).
24 The DFL is the outgrowth of a merger of the

Democrats and the Farmer-Labor party and for
all practical purposes is the Minnesota branch of
the Democratic Party.

25 520 US 367.
26 There is nothing new about this idea. For example,

when the Court upheld a ‘sore loser’ statute that
prevented losing candidates in party primaries
from running as independents in the general
election, Storer v. Brown, 415 US 724 (1974), it was
allowing a modest infringement on the voting
rights of the candidate’s supporters in furtherance
of healthier two-party competition.

27 For commentary, see Ryden (2002). For thor-
ough coverage of constitutional issues related to
campaign finance regulation, see Lowenstein
and Hasen (2004, 717–1024).

28 For a more detailed commentary on Vieth, see
Berman (2005); Carvin and Fisher (2005); Cox
(2004); Gerken (2004); Issacharoff and Karlan
(2004); Lowenstein (forthcoming). For sugges-
tions on how to emerge from the quandary
created by Vieth, see Gardner (2004) and Hasen
(2004). See, generally, Lowenstein and Hasen
(2004, 326–60).

29 For commentary, see Bowman (1991, 2002); and
Hasen (1993). See, generally, Lowenstein and
Hasen (2004: 505–31).
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IDEA AND HISTORY OF
THE PARTY STATE

The idea of party states – that is, of one-party
regimes or of states with a single party – has
always been a controversial one. It has long
raised doubts of a conceptual nature amongst
those concerned with the study of political par-
ties, and in some views has represented a chal-
lenge to the very meaning of the term ‘party’.
This is because the idea of party implies an
absence of political wholeness, some element
of pluralism and a necessary association with
other organizations taking part in the political
process, which thus also form part of the over-
all political regime. Analysis of the ‘single
party’, or the one-party regime, has neverthe-
less occupied a central place in the field of
study of modern parties and appeared as a
prominent feature in discussion and interpre-
tation of the key political developments of the
20th century. The single party was long recog-
nized to be the central component of the Soviet
system, as well as of the broader spectrum of
communist and totalitarian regimes that
played such an important role in the politics
of the last century. In the early years of this
century, it remains a wholly necessary part of
the study of contemporary Chinese politics
and is still relevant to the other surviving com-
munist regimes (North Korea, Cuba, Vietnam
and Laos) and one-party states. As such, it con-
tinues to deserve serious attention in any study
of contemporary political parties.

On the face of it there certainly seems to be
something strange about focusing attention on
‘the party without counterpart’ (Sartori, 1976:

42). Why not, after all, just talk of a no-party
system in situations where the governing body
and main structures of rule do not tolerate
opposition or organized manifestations of dis-
sent? The paradox associated with the idea of
the one-party regime diminishes, however,
when the existence and operation of such an
arrangement is seen in terms of its relation to
the development of the state and the form
taken by regimes at specific historical conjunc-
tures as modern societies became politicized.
The single party did not emerge in an historical
vacuum, but was formed and rose to power in
contexts strongly marked by the recent exten-
sion of the suffrage and under conditions in
which early party pluralism was thought to
have failed or had so far developed little sup-
port. Such were the conditions in the Russia of
1917, where the Kerensky regime was faced
with the impossible task of maintaining the
country’s war effort on the basis of a barely
established party pluralism and in the face of
effective local power exercised by workers’
soviets (or councils); in Italy during 1922, where
a newly unified nation was devastated by
wartime losses for which it received little
reward or recompense; or in the Germany of
1933, where the Weimar Republic crumbled
under the burden of economic depression and
unemployment. The seizure of power by Lenin,
Mussolini and Hitler – albeit, in the latter case,
with considerable support at the polls – thus
gave birth to a novel kind of political institution
in a new situation, one where ‘The one party in
power kills the other parties but remains a
party-like organizational weapon’ (Sartori,
1976: 40–2, 43). The single party – either Soviet
communist, Italian fascist or German Nazi – is
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one that has taken power after it has defeated
competing parties and eliminated them from
the political arena, invariably by violent means,
as well as annihilating or neutralizing all other
major forms of social resistance.

The idea of the party state involves specific
conceptions both of party and state. The state
in which the single party has emerged has typ-
ically been one weakened by war or at an early
stage of development, and one often struggling
too with a devastated economy. These were the
conditions that prevailed in Russia, Italy and
Germany after World War I, as well as in China
after 1945. They provided the single party with
particular opportunities for leadership, control
and purposive action and placed special
responsibilities on it as an agency of political
coordination and guidance. In this context the
single party becomes a prime means of social
integration. The early single parties that took
this classic form were dynamic organizations
and to a large extent institutions of mobiliza-
tion intended to perform combined functions
of political, social and economic construction.
It is therefore important to pay due recognition
to both sides of the equation – that we are
essentially concerned here with strong parties
in weak states. It is not difficult here to detect
the contrast that emerges with countries like
the United States and Great Britain at equiva-
lent stages of party development – strong
states that provided quite different conditions
for the birth and steady growth of parties with
more limited functions of political representa-
tion as agencies of democratic participation.

The single party is, therefore, a particular
kind of political organization that arose in a
specific historic context, one whose origins and
early classic forms were confined to Europe
during World War I and the following years.
The single-party model was also adopted there
during the inter-war period by Portugal (under
Salazar) and Spain (under Franco), although it
had considerable influence elsewhere during
the years preceding World War II. After 1945 its
influence spread globally. Between 1962 and
1968 thirty-three states, most of them commu-
nist, held elections that gave all seats in the leg-
islature to one and the same party (Sartori,
1976: 221). One-party rule clearly had consid-
erable political success and appeal (for rulers if
not always their subjects), and seemed to sat-
isfy a range of political demands. One thing it
could not do, of course, was form the basis for
an electoral democracy or a party system – for
the simple reason that its actions left no other
party for it to develop systematic relations
with. If the idea of a polity in which party

politics is restricted to one organization
already raises doubts for a number of analysts,
the suggestion of a ‘one-party system’ can
indeed be rejected as a contradiction in terms.

The appropriate conceptualization here is that
of the party–state system, where the single party
broadly appears as a duplicate of the state. The
single party invariably has official status as the
supreme political organization in a monolithic
state. All opposition parties were dissolved in
Italy in 1926 and the right to form new ones
removed. Independent parties in Nazi Germany
were dissolved or proscribed in May 1933 and in
December a law was passed to secure the unity
of Party and Reich, thus establishing an official
state party. In the Soviet Union, on the other
hand, it was not until the Stalin Constitution of
1936 appeared that the role of the Communist
party was formally recognized and described
there as the ‘leading core of all organizations of
the working people, both public and state’.

But in any concrete manifestation of the
model, the correspondence between party and
state is never complete. Party and state neces-
sarily remain different kinds of institutions so
long as they do not completely merge their
identities in a distinctive new form of organi-
zation. There is scope for differentiation
between party and state in different ways: the
proportion of those holding public office who
are party members may be subject to consider-
able variation; party career systems can differ
from those of the bureaucratic career system
typical of state structures; there may well be
conflict between the interests of party repre-
sentatives and leaders and those of the techni-
cal intelligentsia concerned with state affairs;
the different hierarchies that make up the state
structure (including police forces and the
army) can find it difficult to integrate with the
apparatus of the party itself (Sartori, 1976: 45).
There is also the strong likelihood of tension
and conflict emerging between the two struc-
tures, or of one dominating the other. In view
of the strong tendencies to centralization that
permeate the party state, there is also the dis-
tinct possibility that a dominant leader may
rise above both party and state and exercise a
general dictatorship over both. Despite an
apparently solid and monolithic character, the
party state carries major elements of instability.

DIMENSIONS OF SINGLE-PARTY RULE

While, not surprisingly, party–state relations
are an important dimension of single-party
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operations and direct attention to features of
the way in which one-party regimes operate,
they also have other distinctive characteristics.
Many, but not all, single parties have adopted
and placed great emphasis on promulgating a
particular ideology. This has been particularly
true of totalitarian regimes and the classic
cases of one-party rule that developed in the
Soviet Union, Italy and Germany before World
War II. Sartori (1976: 222–4) indeed suggests
that distinctions can be drawn between one-
party totalitarian patterns, one-party authori-
tarianism and one-party pragmatic regimes.
The latter, by definition, are less concerned
with the ideological objectives and constraints
of political rule and preoccupied with the poli-
tics of expediency. Examples offered here –
from the early 1970s – were Portugal (under
National Political Action), Liberia (dominated
by the True Whigs), Tunisia (ruled by the Neo-
Destour Party) and Spain during the latter
years of Franco’s rule. It should be noted, how-
ever, that these are quite isolated and some-
what marginal examples of one-party rule.

By the time this observation was made in
1976 – and indeed until the late 1980s – commu-
nist regimes provided by far the largest subcat-
egory of one-party rule and embodied the most
durable variant of the totalitarian model that
emerged between the world wars. To an even
greater extent than the Nazi or fascist regimes, it
can be argued, communist regimes were driven
by ideology and shaped by a distinctive vision
of state development and socioeconomic
growth. The prominence of communist ideol-
ogy was linked with the greater scope and
intensity of party input into the state under
communist regimes, as well as a correspond-
ingly stronger influence on state policy and its
political output (Ware, 1996: 131). It was a char-
acteristic that was associated with the greater
staying power of communist regimes in con-
trast to those of a fascist nature, and to the con-
tinuing appeal of the communist single-party
model in many parts of the world after 1945.

Single parties have also invariably been
mass parties, firstly because party-state leaders
are eager to maximize membership to reflect
what can then be construed as popular support
for the regime in a situation where elections (if
they are held at all) are won unopposed and
offer only a spurious political victory. It gives
the party further chances to spread its message
and promulgate the ideology, as well as pro-
viding a means for diffuse social and political
control. From the point of view of actual and
potential members, possession of a party card
is attractive because it opens the way to

appointment to public office within the state
administration, career advancement within
parallel or closely entwined party-state hierar-
chies and, yet more practically, various ways of
improving an individual’s social and economic
position. Under a one-party regime, member-
ship is closely equivalent to joining a trade
union within a closed shop, and anything up to
a third of the working population might
become party members on this basis. Such
large memberships produce their own prob-
lems, however, and the material incentives for
membership carry a strong likelihood of cor-
ruption and rapidly declining commitment to
the party’s ideological goals. Not surprisingly,
too, party organization is quite distinctive
within a one-party regime. The wide-ranging
tasks carried out by the single party and its
large membership mean that the organization
is highly developed and correspondingly com-
plex. The concentration of power within a
party–state system also leads to a high degree
of centralization, a feature for which commu-
nist parties have been particularly well known.

Discussion of single parties and the analysis
of one-party regimes are often linked with the
concept of totalitarianism. The most influential
elaboration of the concept relates it to six key
factors, generally referred to as the ‘totalitarian
syndrome’ (Friedrich and Brzezinski, 1965:
21–2). These include some of the characteristics
already discussed, like that of the single mass
party typically led by one man and closely
linked with the state bureaucracy as well as the
existence of an official ideology providing
some vision of an ideal future society. Further
characteristics making up the syndrome are a
party–state monopoly both of weapons of
combat and of the means of mass communica-
tion, combined with a system of terroristic
police control. A slightly later addition to the
original set of factors was the central control
and direction of the economy, a feature more
closely modelled on Soviet experience than on
that of Nazism or fascist states. The concept of
totalitarianism was clearly intended to be a
distillation of the distinctive traits of Nazi,
fascist and Soviet rule and was for this – as well
as other reasons – roundly condemned by Soviet
writers as well as being treated with reserve by
considerable numbers of political scientists. It
nevertheless had the merit of placing the
theory and practice of Soviet rule, and of the
other communist regimes established after
1945, in some kind of comparative context.

Whether all single parties fit the totalitarian
model is a question about which there has been
some disagreement. Sartori has not been the
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only one to differentiate between one-party
regimes. Duverger (1964: 276–7) was also eager
to argue the case that not all single parties are
totalitarian either in ideas or in organization.
He refers, in particular, to the People’s
Republican Party (PRP) that ruled in Turkey
from 1923 to 1946 and is defined as pragmatic
and even democratic in orientation. In 1930,
for example, Turkish leader Kemal Atatürk
encouraged the formation of a Liberal Party to
facilitate a transition to modern pluralism – but
this was soon dissolved as it ‘became the rally-
ing ground for all opponents of the regime’. In
1935, on the other hand, the election of a num-
ber of independents to parliament was orga-
nized to form an opposition in a move that
similarly failed to impress many independent
observers. These measures in fact did little to
establish the democratic credentials of the PRP
and tended to confirm the drive of the single
party to maximize the centralization of power
and impel it in an authoritarian direction.
Similar tendencies have been seen elsewhere,
sometimes going so far as to undermine the
apparent dominance of the single party and
subject it to the pervasive processes of person-
alized totalitarian dictatorship.

The role of the single party within the totali-
tarian model is indeed particularly open to
question with respect to the position of the
supreme leader, whose dominance is often
associated both with the practice of one-party
rule and the establishment of a totalitarian
system. The classic cases of one-party rule
have all produced notoriously brutal dictator-
ships. In each of these three cases of totalitarian
one-party rule there was a common sequence
of developments as revolutionary movements
took power while their leaders then moved to
entrench the dominance of the single party and
also to consolidate their own position. Lenin
and Mussolini both ruled within nominal
coalitions for a period of time (although only
for six months in Lenin’s case) before the influ-
ence of alternative organizations and potential
competitors was eliminated. But, from certain
points of view, the leader’s rise to uncontested
dominance represented not so much a victory
achieved through the single party as a victory
over it. Thus Mussolini’s triumph was that of
state leader rather than one of party chief,
while the party that helped him gain power
was increasingly assigned to a relatively low-
level executive role. With the consolidation of
fascist power, the job of the party was just ‘to
conform, applaud and obey’ (Mack Smith,
1993: 149). Hitler’s Nazi party retained greater
power but saw it divided between competing

bureaucratic empires headed by figures such
as Göring, Goebbels and Himmler. Party–state
relations were an area of considerable juridical
confusion and the party as an institution was
never in a position to dominate the state appa-
ratus, which it took over wholesale and (unlike
the analogous Soviet experience) largely intact
from the Weimar regime (Bracher, 1973: 297).

PARTY LEADERSHIP IN
COMMUNIST SYSTEMS

These observations raise several questions
about the nature of the party state and the role
of the single party, particularly as it existed
in some of the major historical cases of the
phenomenon:

• To what extent can the existence of one-
party rule and the establishment of party
states be associated with the development
of totalitarian systems?

• How far is there a role for the single party
within a totalitarian system; or should total-
itarianism be seen rather as a form of no-
party system?

• Does totalitarianism destroy the single
party or can it reflect a stage in a sequence
of political developments that change the
nature of the single party but do not neces-
sarily destroy it?

One problem in confronting such questions is
that many one-party regimes have had a quite
limited time-span. The extremism of the ideol-
ogy that imbued the totalitarian party state
and the political behaviour of its leaders – that
was not just highly dynamic on the interna-
tional stage but often downright aggressive –
soon led to war and eventual defeat for
Germany and Italy in hostilities they had
themselves provoked. In the case of Spain and
some other countries, on the other hand, one-
party rule did not survive the death of its
founder and sole leader. In all these variants
the fate of the single party was inextricably –
and fatally – bound up with that of its leader.

Soviet experience was somewhat different,
as the communist party retained at least a sem-
blance of institutional life under Lenin and
only became fully subjugated to the leader
some time later when Stalin had succeeded
after the party founder’s death. The Soviet case
was also a particularly important one as
party–state relations and both the theory and
practice of the leading role of the communist
party were the subject of extensive debate and
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contrasting views throughout the life of the
communist polity. The problematic role of the
single party surfaced at various stages of
party–state development. It was recognized at
an early stage that its ‘leading role’ in organiz-
ing and spearheading a revolution in the name
of and, indeed, with the participation of the
working class was a very different thing from
overseeing and exercising overall leadership of
an extensive state administration. In the early
years of the regime experienced party activists
naturally moved to organize and direct the
executive committees of the soviets (i.e. the
new state administration). In one of his last
pieces, written in 1923, Lenin (1967: 782) raised
the question of whether a party institution
could be amalgamated with a soviet institution
and stated: ‘I see no obstacles to this. What is
more, I think that such an amalgamation is the
only guarantee of success in our work.’

Nevertheless in subsequent years, after the
leader’s early death in 1924, a central compo-
nent of the Leninist myth was that the party
should lead but not substitute for the activities
of the state administration. As virtually the
whole of Soviet public life – political, social and
economic – was rigorously controlled and man-
aged by a totalitarian central leadership, the
extent of this activity was indeed enormous,
and yet more costly and wasteful if state admin-
istration was duplicated by that of the party
hierarchy. But in practice the problem was
largely side-stepped with the consolidation of
Stalin’s personal power following the purges of
1936–8 which also saw the destruction of the
party as an institution and the undermining of
its monopolistic position (Schapiro, 1970: 621).
No party congress was held between 1939 and
1952, and the Central Committee did not meet
for years at a time (indeed, in 1937 around 70
percent of its existing members were physically
eliminated). The conclusion of Schapiro (1972:
63) was the general one that ‘descriptions of
Germany under Hitler and of Russia under
Stalin as “one-party states” are completely mis-
leading ... the seeming “monopoly” of the party’s
power is in fact nothing of the kind’. But a clear
problem of party–state relations re-emerged
under Khrushchev who eventually – after
extensive intra-elite conflict – became party-
state leader after Stalin’s death in 1953.

Under the post-Stalin leadership, the mass
purges of Soviet society and regular elimina-
tion of large numbers of party members were
brought to an end. During the period of
Khrushchev’s dominance in particular, the
institutional framework of the party was
restored, a reinvigoration of party organs

occurred and there was a resumption of party
activities on a regular basis. Schapiro (1970:
624–5), on the other hand, points out that
Khrushchev as party leader retained full con-
trol over the party apparatus and activities and
that party officials had no autonomy in the
conduct of their organizational duties. In effect
Khrushchev retained a large measure of arbi-
trary power over party activities and the party-
state regime as a whole, leaving the single
party no real opportunity to act or develop as a
‘monopolistic’ party in its own right. Schapiro
thus argues that Khrushchev’s ascendancy
remained totalitarian in character and had no
place for single-party activity in any autonomous
sense even under a form of autocratic rule that
was distinctively less arbitrary and consider-
ably more institutionally circumscribed than
that of Stalin.

But it is surely significant in this context that
Khrushchev’s eventual removal in 1964 was
engineered by leading party-state officials
resolutely opposed to attempts at further insti-
tutional reform. This alone suggests that the
party as an institution – or at least influential
sectors within it – retained some capacity for
autonomous activity and that the party had
been not so much destroyed under Stalin as
eclipsed and left with some capacity for
revival. The puzzle of what party leadership
really meant nevertheless remained and in the
late 1980s party leader Mikhail Gorbachev
(1988: 281) – with increasing desperation – was
still calling for the clear delineation of the func-
tions of party and government bodies in line
with the ‘Leninist concept’.

The system of one-party rule effectively
established by Lenin in 1921 clearly had consid-
erable staying power, surviving its institutional
eclipse under Stalin, the Hitlerite invasion of
1941, and roughly 40 years of cold war. Unlike
other one-party regimes, neither dictatorial
leadership nor a millenarian ideology led it into
self-destructive wars, and it also weathered the
political crisis that followed the death of a
wholly dominant leader. In this sense the com-
munist system proved to be capable of self-
reproduction, unlike other forms of one-party
or totalitarian regime. It was, partly on this
basis, replicated in Soviet-controlled Eastern
Europe after 1945, followed by Chinese leaders
in their revolutionary success of 1949, and emu-
lated in other countries of Asia, Africa and Latin
America. What should be recognized as an
authentic Marxist-Leninist regime soon became
a matter of uncertainty, and it was clear that the
simple declaration by some Third World, anti-
Western leader of his communist credentials was
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by no means the same thing as the replication
of the Soviet-style one-party regime. The gen-
eral Soviet view in the early 1980s was that
the ‘socialist community’ (i.e., that composed of
countries whose credentials it accepted) con-
tained, apart from the USSR itself: Bulgaria,
Cuba, Czechoslovakia, the German Democratic
Republic, Hungary, Laos, Mongolia, Poland,
Romania and Vietnam. Less friendly with the
USSR but still regarded as having an authentic
‘socialist orientation’ were Albania, China,
North Korea, Yugoslavia and (with some reser-
vation) Cambodia. 

All were regarded as party states run on
Soviet lines with authentic ruling communist
parties. A number of these countries also had
subsidiary, satellite parties which did not in any
sense exercise power or challenge communist
authority but which were retained, generally
as left-overs from independent parties of the
former regime, as political supports or transmis-
sion belts for the ruling single party. Following
some Polish political scientists, this situation
has led several analysts to write of ‘hegemonic
parties’, even though the countries that had
them did not differ from the other communist
party states in any politically significant way
(Sartori, 1976: 23; Ware, 1996: 249). While
Poland is often cited as the prime (and implic-
itly unique) communist example here, such
quasi-parties also existed in China, Bulgaria,
Czechoslovakia, East Germany, North Korea
and Vietnam without significantly qualifying
the character of one-party rule.

Single parties in Africa

Single parties – by no means all based on the
communist model – also dominated much of
Africa following the decolonization of the
1950s and 1960s. The reason is not very diffi-
cult to identify. Just as the single party
emerged in Europe after World War I in
response to the problems of critically weak-
ened and devastated societies, so it promised
an equivalent solution to the further disinte-
gration of already fragile communities under
the pressure of the twin processes of modern-
ization and colonial withdrawal: channels of
communication were thus ‘opened up between
otherwise hostile or non-communicating
groups, bringing them into sets of relation-
ships out of which the state is built. This, more
than any other factor, is the basis of the success
of the single-party state’ (Apter, 1967: 188–9).

As in Europe and other parts of the world,
though, the one-party regimes in Africa were

quite diverse. Emerson (1966: 274–87) clearly
distinguished, for example, between single-
party authoritarian regimes and those of a more
pluralist character. Ghana, Guinea and Mali
were notable left-wing examples of the former
variety. The first two were led by eminent and
highly articulate socialist politicians, Kwame
Nkrumah and Sékou Touré, who departed in
various ways from major features of the com-
munist model. Touré, for example, stressed the
importance of national unity and proclaimed
the classlessness of African society. In a some-
what more confusing manner, he also accepted
the need for dictatorial methods but also
emphasized their democratic character in that
they were designed to safeguard and develop
the rights of the people. Houphouet in the Ivory
Coast, however, established a monopolistic
Democratic Party with a bourgeois tendency
that aimed to maintain close post-colonial links
with France. Yet another single-party variant
was seen in Tanganyika, where Nyere’s TANU
placed particular emphasis on African nation
building (Emerson, 1966: 284). But signs of a less
stable path of African development could
already be seen in a tribally divided and already
violent Congo which, unusually at that time,
lacked both a strong party and a charismatic
leader. Doubts were already being raised about
the social rifts that were opening up in the new
African nations and the likelihood that it was
only military force that would be able to secure
national integration.

The single-party phase of post-indepen-
dence African states was in fact quite short. In
1964 some two-thirds of African states had
established one-party states and some, such as
Algeria, Ghana and Tanzania, had written the
single party into their constitutions. But soon
after independence, the primacy of the single
party rapidly declined, its leaders and main
activists increasingly concerned with the work
of government. More prosaically, party leaders
had less reason to mobilize popular support in
both political and material terms once inde-
pendence was achieved and control of the state
apparatus secured. It did not take long, argued
Wallerstein (1966: 214), for the one-party state
to become the no-party state. Many African
states soon degenerated into various forms of
personal dictatorship or outright despotism,
often with a heavy reliance on military force.
These were often linked with another form of
party-state regime, that of Afro-Communism.
By 1975 the People’s Republics of the Congo
and Benin (formerly Dahomey), as well as a
socialist Somali state, had been formed. They
were followed by Ethiopia, Madagascar,
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Upper Volta (now Burkina Faso), and the small
Portuguese ex-colonies (Hughes, 1992). During
the 1980s around a fifth of African states
turned to some form of Marxism. This, how-
ever, was not always equivalent to one-party
rule as power and effective control over the
governing apparatus were often in the hands
of the military.

As in the Soviet Union and other parts of the
communist world, the relationship between
party and state was an uncertain one. In many
African states acceptance of the communist
world did not go much further than the public
pronouncements of a small group of power-
holders. Former one-party regimes also moved
towards another form of party government –
that of dominant parties which placed the
ruling organization in a more pluralist political
framework that had the characteristics of a
party system. In Senegal, President Senghor
thus formally replaced one-party rule by a
multi-party system but did not interrupt or
endanger the governing party’s tenure of
power. Reasonably fair elections were also
held in Botswana and The Gambia after inde-
pendence in 1966 and 1965 respectively, with-
out challenging the position of the ruling party.
In Zimbabwe, too, Mugabe did not carry out
his early intention to install a one-party regime
and continued to rule, as he had since inde-
pendence, through the dominant ZANU orga-
nization (Clapham, 1993: 429).

DOMINANT PARTIES AND
PREDOMINANT-PARTY SYSTEMS

In distinction to a one-party regime rooted in a
party–state system, it is also necessary to take
some account of parties that are indeed domi-
nant but maintain their position in the face of
electoral competition from other parties.
Despite superficial resemblances, the concept
and political practice of such a dominant party
is quite different from that of the single party
located in a party–state system. Under the con-
ditions of political fluidity seen in weak states
or newly independent nations like those in
Africa, though, the distinction between the two
kinds of party is less clear and it is easier to
change from one ill-defined form of regime to
another. They clearly belong to different cate-
gories of political organization, however. In
contrast to single parties which are not vulner-
able to such competition and relate primarily
to the state, dominant parties are situated
within a broader universe of parties and form

part of a predominant-party system (Sartori,
1976: 192–4). This is quite different from the
single party that is the central component of a
one-party regime (and whose unique position
may well be enshrined in the constitution). To
the extent that the dominance of such a party
is achieved through some process of effective
electoral competition, a certain adherence to
democratic norms and the observation of basic
political rights are necessary. Almond (1960:
41) thus speaks in this context of ‘dominant
non-authoritarian party systems’ and relates
them directly to states in which nationalist
movements became dominant after securing
independence. 

Dominant parties may of course, and in
practice do, exist in many parts of the world.
The main problem lies in deciding whether the
dominance of a party is indeed an electoral one
or is achieved through political repression and
the denial of civic rights to actual or potential
competitors. Sartori (1976: 193) thus lists 21
dominant parties from the 1970s but casts doubt
on the rectitude of electoral practices in some
countries and disregards the dominance of the
major party in six countries as being unlikely
to have been secured by democratic means.
Authentic dominant parties have indeed been a
mixed bunch and range from India (under the
Congress Party) to South Korea and Japan in
Asia, Chile and Uruguay in Latin America, and
from Israel to the Scandinavian social democra-
cies of Norway, Sweden, Denmark and Iceland.
Most such parties have more recently suc-
cumbed to the pressures of electoral competi-
tion and have now lost their dominant status.
There are of course many other parties that
appear to dominate as autonomous institutions
but are in fact a front for various kinds of dicta-
torship or autocratic rule, as indeed many have
argued was also the case with the totalitarian
party. Both are nevertheless distinct from the
dominant party that emerges in an electorally
competitive predominant-party system and
from the single party that retains institutional
autonomy and operates within a functioning
party–state system.

COMMUNIST PARTY STATES AND
POLITICAL CHANGE

Despite their relative longevity and the capa-
city of the Marxist-Leninist party to survive its
eclipse under Stalinist totalitarianism, the com-
munist party state also showed its eventual
vulnerability to pressures for political change.
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Pre-war fascist regimes, by virtue of their
innate aggression and bellicosity, soon found
themselves fighting wars from which they
failed to emerge victorious and were thus
destroyed. Communist party states on the other
hand, despite their undoubted problems, were
able to survive longer and in some cases have
persisted into the 21st century. From 1978 (with
the beginning of radical reform and the encour-
agement of free-market activities in China),
nevertheless, it was possible to describe the
communist world as being in a state of increas-
ing turmoil – and passing after 1989 into open
crisis (Ferdinand, 1991: ix). In some ways it was
the sheer breadth of responsibility that helped
bring about the collapse of the communist
party state. In the early stages of regime devel-
opment, the penetration of the single party into
extensive areas of the state, society and econ-
omy was a source of strength and a prime
means of amassing power. But these sectors
soon began to produce different forms of nega-
tive feedback. The party found it impossible to
run all parts of the state administration, and the
demands of professionalism and specialist
autonomy became a direct challenge to both
practice and theory of party leadership.

If it was initially the state that began to take
its revenge on the single party, though, it soon
became the economy that threatened the party,
state and entire system of centralized control,
administration and planning (Ferdinand, 1991:
300). The Chinese leadership had begun to take
pre-emptive measures in this area during 1978.
During the 1980s demands in this area also
grew in the Soviet Union and fed the growing
pressure there for economic and political
change. The Soviet party state was directly con-
fronted with a range of problems connected
with market-oriented reforms – or rather the
general lack of them. One problem that flowed
directly from the party’s assumption of a gen-
eral, leading role and its increasingly adminis-
trative character was that the party as a political
institution was unable to escape the conse-
quences of failure within the administrative
realm. This weakened one of the major bases of
the party’s legitimacy and contributed signifi-
cantly to the progressive erosion of its political
authority (Gill, 1994: 11–12). Leaders since
Khrushchev had resolutely turned their back
on these problems and it fell to Gorbachev to
confront them more squarely. Gorbachev, it
seemed, had a genuine belief in the possibility
of effective party rule and appeared to think
that the Communist Party had a real capacity to
mobilize the energies and support of the Soviet
population while turning its back on direct

administration. By abolishing the party’s
monopoly, opening the way to a multi-party
system and (in March 1990) removing refer-
ences to the party’s leading role from the Soviet
constitution he demonstrated his faith in the
capacity of the party to achieve these tasks in
the face of direct political competition.

But if no longer a single party (at least in for-
mal terms), it soon became equally clear that
the Soviet party’s aspiration to be a dominant
one was also threatened. After a failed coup in
August 1991 mounted by those aiming to pre-
serve the traditional foundations of Soviet rule,
the extent of the party’s failure was reflected in
Gorbachev’s call for the Central Committee to
dissolve itself and his personal resignation as
General Secretary. In a matter of days commu-
nist party activity was banned throughout the
Russian Republic, and four months later the
Soviet Union was itself dissolved. Attempted
reform, then, soon led to total failure and
collapse of both components of the party state
built up since 1917. Administrative supervision
had indeed become the party’s prime task, and
the reforms initiated by Gorbachev meant that
it soon found itself without any role that fitted
the organizational structures it had evolved
over the decades. It had failed to take on board
the demands of a wholly new culture and the
new national – and indeed – global conditions
under which it had to operate. The party was
unable to effect such a transformation and it
was, in particular, the ‘move from bureaucratic
politics to the politics of the streets that out-
flanked the party’ (Gill, 1994: 178). The trans-
formation from party-state leviathan to
political party in any normal sense was, not
surprisingly, a task the communist organization
was just not equipped to accomplish.

The issue of party leadership was, as we
have seen, hardly a new one and had its roots
in the early years of the Soviet regime – as the
continuing references to Lenin in this context
clearly showed. As the Soviet regime – and
communist regimes in general – ‘matured’ and
increasingly lost their dynamic force it became
a central issue in the diagnosis of the problems
that increasingly afflicted the communist
system and the reform initiatives undertaken
to correct them. The pressures for change were
widespread and certainly not restricted to the
Soviet Union. Such problems came to the fore
with particular force in more developed coun-
tries such as Hungary and Poland – and had
particular prominence there because of the weak
roots of communism and the political instabil-
ity this had caused on more than one occasion.
Reform initiatives were thus undertaken there
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well before they came on to the Soviet agenda.
In Poland during the 1970s, for example, party
leader Edward Gierek launched wide-ranging
policy and institutional changes under the
slogan – dangerously devoid of content as it
soon turned out – ‘the party leads and the gov-
ernment governs’. In fact it led to much confu-
sion among party cadres and growing political
passivity at local level (Lewis, 1989: 63–6).
Such projects could in fact be regarded as
attempts to rationalize the irrational. They
demonstrated not just the problems the com-
munist party state faced in bringing about
change but also showed, it was argued by
Hungarian analysts, that the Leninist regimes
represented an archaic political form and were
rooted in pre-modern conceptions of rule that
were just not susceptible to adaptation to con-
temporary conditions (Horváth and Szakolczai,
1992: 209).

CONTEMPORARY PARTY STATES

With the transformation of many communist
regimes and the dissolution of the Soviet
Union at the end of 1991, the single party as a
distinctive form within the international fam-
ily of political parties and the party state as a
particular kind of contemporary political
regime have become increasingly rare. It is dif-
ficult to be precise about how many one-party
regimes there actually are or have been at any
one time. Conceptual issues, as noted above,
contribute to this uncertainty. Whether totali-
tarian regimes and personal dictatorships left
much room for any kind of party as an effec-
tive political institution has been the subject of
extensive debate. The status of the one-party
regimes that sprang up in post-colonial coun-
tries during the early independence period
also raises doubts, this time more on empirical
grounds in terms of how far the political space
was institutionalized at all with respect to any
kind of party development. For the 1960s Sartori
was able to point to 33 states that had single
parties. The number of one-party regimes is
unlikely to have declined in the decades that
immediately followed. As a rough guide we
may note that the series of volumes devoted to
Marxist regimes published in the 1980s by
Frances Pinter (in the UK) and Lynne Rienner
(in the USA) listed 32 states with such regimes:
ten of these were located in Africa, nine in
Europe and six in Asia. This is considerably
more than would have been identified as
authentic members of the ‘socialist community’

by Soviet authorities, but it provides some
indication of the number of regimes with such
an idea of their political identity and of the
number of single parties then in existence.
These totals together suggest a fairly stable
constellation of one-party regimes from the
1960s to the 1980s.

Despite the beginnings of the third wave of
democratization in the 1970s, then, the single-
party category appeared for a time to be quite
resilient, supported by the survival and spread
of the communist regime in the Third World.
This picture underwent rapid and extensive
change, beginning with the transformation of
the regimes in Hungary and Poland in 1989.
Communist one-party regimes quickly began
to go the way of their fascist predecessors.
A global survey of regimes in 2000 showed
eight single parties to be still in existence, most
of them communist (Freedom House, 2001).
The latter were: Cuba, North Korea, Vietnam,
Laos and China. They are a diverse group.
Cuba, wholly dominated by Castro since the
1959 revolution, is as much personal dictator-
ship as one-party state, and the party as such
never played quite the role there as it did in
the communist model developed in the core
European countries. The North Korean regime
is yet more autocratic in nature, seeming to
take the unusual form of a hereditary dictator-
ship set in a communist framework. Vietnam
has liberalized its political system to a signifi-
cant extent but remains dominated by a single
party. Laos remains a relatively traditional
communist state, although its party is split
between pro-China and pro-Vietnam factions.

By far the largest and most significant mem-
ber of this residual category, though, is the
People’s Republic of China, which has inter-
preted and reformulated the principle of the
leading role of the party in ways quite different
from those seen in Eastern Europe and the
Soviet Union. The other single parties identi-
fied in 2000 were a mixed bunch. One was
Eritrea, whose leaders had abandoned
Marxism before the country achieved indepen-
dence in 1993 and whose regime continued to
have significant military underpinnings. With
a socialist, rather than communist, background
there was only Iraq – a country subject to deci-
sive and externally engendered regime change
in 2003. Finally, Libya has remained strongly
dominated by Colonel Qadhafi who has ruled
as much with the aid of a complex structure of
revolutionary and people’s committees as
through any single party.

The major remaining party state on a global
scale and great exception, therefore, in terms of
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single-party survival is China – which took the
alternative path to that followed by the Soviet
Union by progressing cautiously with political
change and pressing ahead with radical eco-
nomic reform. It could be argued that China
took the more orthodox Marxist route by con-
centrating on the economic basis while the
Soviets retained a Leninist focus by leading the
way with political change. When one-party
rule in the Soviet Union was formally aban-
doned in 1990 (with dire consequences for the
integrity of the state as a whole in 1991), China
took care to maintain conditions that permitted
the survival of the single party. Following
a tradition that can be traced back several
millennia, the approach of the Chinese leader-
ship to political change has been cautious and
carefully formulated in terms of the prevailing
ideology. The primary change enunciated at
the 16th National Congress of the Chinese
Communist Party in 2002 was to affirm the
importance of private entrepreneurs and those
active in China’s rapidly growing free market –
but within the existing party–state system.

Party cadres themselves had begun to ‘jump
into the sea’ of business around 1993, and links
between party membership and entrepreneurial
activity had been increasingly close since then.
The 16th Congress, however, moved forward
to adapt the party charter in line with former
general secretary Jiang Zemin’s advocacy of
the ‘three represents’, which portray the com-
munist party not just as the vanguard of the
Chinese working class but also as that of the
Chinese people and of all the nationalities of
China – that is, as something like a catch-all
party capable of representing all sectors of a
rapidly modernizing society (Fewsmith, 2003:
4, 13). One central feature of the communist
regime that was not abandoned was the princi-
ple of the single party. Nevertheless, if Jiang’s
commitment to quadrupling China’s GNP in
20 years is indeed achieved on the basis of cap-
italist development it is not at all clear what
function a monopolistic communist party will
actually be performing. Some indication of the
path developments might take is given by the
prevalent opinion that the political model that
seems to underlie the path of change envis-
aged is that of Singapore.

If – with the signal exception of China – the
party state has largely disappeared as a major
political category, it is equally difficult to detect
many dominant parties in the sense of those
acting within a predominant party-system
based on contested and reasonably free elec-
tions. The Freedom House (2001: 662–3) list of
120 electoral democracies – nearly two-thirds

of the world’s regimes – thus only includes
Djibouti as such a regime having any kind of
dominant party. Former major examples of
dominant parties have yielded to established
processes of party alternation. This has been
the case with India’s Congress Party, Japan’s
Liberal Democrats and Italy’s Christian
Democrats. Parties identified by Freedom
House as playing a dominant role under less
democratic regimes have been considerably
more numerous, including 26 of those with the
lowest democratic ranking (scoring 4 or more
on the Freedom House political rights and civil
liberties ranking). Seventeen of these were to
be found in Africa, reflecting yet further insta-
bility in that continent following the earlier
prominence of one-party and broadly commu-
nist regimes. Both single and dominant parties
have thus become considerably less numerous
than they were for much of the second half of
the 20th century.

One obvious reason for the decline in the
number of single parties has been the growing
proportion of the world’s regimes classified as
having some reasonably convincing form of
democratic rule, a consequence of the high tide
of such regimes associated with the third wave
of democracy that began in 1974. There continue
to exist, of course, various forms of standard dic-
tatorship (presidential, monarchical, military,
etc.) in which one or more official parties may
play some public role, but the existence and
nature of such façade parties have not been the
focus of attention in this chapter. Contemporary
dictatorships, it must be concluded, do not tend
to be linked with the party-state form. There are
likely to be different reasons for this. As noted at
the beginning, the emergence and operation of
the single party is closely linked with the nature
of the state in which it is located. Fascist parties,
for example, characteristically emerged in
Europe between the world wars in weak or
newly formed states devastated by war and eco-
nomic depression at a time when strong parties
and strong states were seen as the primary solu-
tion to collective problems. Some of these
features could also be seen in revolutionary
Russia, but the Communist Party and the
party–state regime it created also developed dis-
tinctive strategies of economic growth and state-
led socioeconomic development. This one-party
model had considerable success and developed
enormous appeal both in Europe and elsewhere,
and was replicated in various parts of the world
after 1945.

One major point to note, then, is that
state–economy relations and the ways in
which political parties can influence patterns
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of socioeconomic development have all
changed greatly over recent decades. Since the
1970s, in particular, free-market capitalist
processes have become increasingly dominant
in patterns of socioeconomic development and
the single party, like many other institutions,
has been critically affected and to a large extent
undermined by the complex of forces gathered
under the conceptual umbrella of ‘globaliza-
tion’. These are likely to be the major factors
underlying both the rise and fall of the single
party, although links can also be drawn with
arguments relating to the overall decline of the
party in sustaining a modern political order
and the prevailing weakness of ideological
alternatives to liberal democracy associated
with influential views concerning the ‘end of
history’. Such lines of inquiry cannot be elabo-
rated on here. But in any case all such views
should be judged in the light of ongoing
Chinese developments.

REFERENCES

Almond, G.A. (1960) ‘Introduction: A functional
approach to comparative politics’, in G.A. Almond
and J.S. Coleman (eds), The Politics of the Developing
Areas. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
pp. 3–64.

Apter, D.E. (1967) The Politics of Modernization.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Bracher, K.D. (1973) The German Dictatorship.
Harmondsworth: Penguin.

Clapham, C. (1993) ‘Democratisation in Africa:
Obstacles and prospects’, Third World Quarterly,
14(3): 423–38.

Duverger, M. (1964) Political Parties. London: Methuen.
Emerson, R. (1966) ‘Parties and national integration in

Africa’, in J. LaPalombara and M. Weiner (eds),

Political Parties and Political Development. Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, pp. 267–301.

Ferdinand, P. (1991) Communist Regimes in
Comparative Perspective. Hemel Hempstead:
Harvester Wheatsheaf.

Fewsmith, J. (2003) ‘The Sixteenth National Party
Congress: The succession that didn’t happen’,
China Quarterly, 173: 1–16.

Freedom House (2001) Freedom in the World: The
Annual Survey of Political Rights and Civil Liberties.
Piscataway, NY: Transaction.

Friedrich, C.J. and Brzezinski, Z.K (1965) Totalitarian
Dictatorship and Autocracy (2nd edn). New York:
Praeger.

Gill, G. (1994) The Collapse of a Single-Party System.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Gorbachev, M. (1988) Perestroika: New Thinking for
Our Country and the World. London: Fontana/
Collins.

Horváth, A. and Szakolczai, Á. (1992) The Dissolution
of Communist Power: The Case of Hungary. London:
Routledge.

Hughes, A. (1992) ‘The appeal of Marxism to
Africans’, Journal of Communist Studies, 8(2): 4–20.

Lenin, V.I. (1967) ‘Better fewer, but better’, in Selected
Works, Vol. 3. Moscow: Progress, pp. 774–86.

Lewis, P.G. (1989) Political Authority and Party Secretaries
in Poland. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Mack Smith, D. (1993) Mussolini. London: Weidenfeld.
Sartori, G. (1976) Parties and Party Systems: A framework

of Analysis. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Schapiro, L. (1970) The Communist Party of the Soviet

Union. London: Methuen.
Schapiro, L. (1972) Totalitarianism. London: Macmillan.
Wallerstein, I. (1966) ‘The decline of the party in

single-party African states’, in J. LaPalombara
and M. Weiner (eds), Political Parties and Political
Development. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University,
Press, pp. 201–14.

Ware, A. (1996) Political Parties and Party Systems.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

PARTY STATES AND STATE PARTIES 481

41-Katz-3336-Ch-40.qxd  11/22/2005  8:26 PM  Page 481



41-Katz-3336-Ch-40.qxd  11/22/2005  8:26 PM  Page 482



What role do political parties play in the arena
of world politics? Do national parties have
access to that arena, and if so, how? How
strong are the few transnational parties that
exist? Whether national or international, do
parties work openly and democratically in
international politics or is their influence indi-
rect, difficult to ascertain, and sometimes
undemocratically carried out?

To seek to answer these questions, as well as
to place the discussion of the international role
of political parties in a meaningful context, it is
necessary to begin with a few words about
how the traditional role of parties as agencies
of linkage has changed. As we will see, these
changes strongly influence what parties can
and will do at levels above the nation state.

Although political parties still claim to serve
as agencies of democratic linkage between citi-
zen and state, this claim, always subject to ques-
tion, is now more difficult to substantiate. In
nation after nation, citizen trust is low, absten-
tion is high, and increasing dependence on fund-
ing by large donors (directly or illegally) means
that after electoral victory the parties’ programs
are sometimes set aside for policies rewarding
those who have contributed the most. Major par-
ties are accused of entering into cartel-like collu-
sion, seemingly better linked to each other than
to those whom they are expected to serve (Katz
and Mair, 1995). Participatory linkage (giving
rank-and-file supporters a serious role to play in

internal party decision-making) has all but
disappeared in many nations, and responsive
linkage (paying serious attention to supporters’
policy preferences) is also harder to find once the
campaign dust has settled and the real work
begins (Lawson, 1980; Lawson et al., 1998).

Linkage by reward continues, but is more
selective (and thus less democratic) and, some
have argued, more difficult to maintain in
modern political systems, as the inexorable
process of globalization steadily shifts key
decisions away from the state and forces com-
pliance with conditions established by the
interaction of the world market and interna-
tional or regional treaties and rules. Internal
redistribution of resources, for fair purposes or
foul, is no longer so easily arranged: even cor-
ruption has been globalized (Ignazi et al., 2005).

Do national parties therefore risk becoming
interesting anachronisms, full of sound and fury,
empty of consequence, entirely controlled by
others? Are they incapable of serving intrana-
tional goals outside national perimeters? Are
they hopelessly outperformed at the interna-
tional level by TNCs, NGOs, INGOs and TSMOs,
organizations that serve limited clienteles for
limited purposes and that normally make no
pretense of democratic linkage to others?1

Inasmuch as democracy itself posits connec-
tion with – indeed, rule by – the demos, these
questions are not trivial. Although arguments
that the state remains a powerful entity are
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persuasive (Reis, 2004), if the trend is nonetheless
in the direction of increasing regionalization
and/or internationalization, and if no other
agency is seriously filling the multiple democ-
ratic deficits emerging in the process of global-
ization, then it is indeed time to investigate the
role parties play now and are likely to play in
the future at levels of governance above the
state. 

The purpose of this chapter is to consider
how far that investigation has proceeded, with
an emphasis on the questions of linkage raised
above. We may say from the outset that the
investigation is far from complete, a condition
that will permit us to raise a number of ques-
tions at the end that others may find interest-
ing to pursue in future work. First, however,
we will examine some of the information we
have regarding how national parties take part
in international governance. This will give us
the background we need for a second section,
exploring the frequent claim or assumption
that at the international level it is NGOs in one
form or another that now do the work of par-
ties, and do it better. Then we will consider
transnational parties: where they exist, how
they are organized and perform. A final section
will consider the present and probable future
role of parties at the international level from a
somewhat different perspective, one more
tightly linked to the forces of globalization
than to international governance.2

NATIONAL PARTIES IN
INTERNATIONAL GOVERNANCE

Although parties have been seriously weakened
as agencies of democratic linkage, and are often
controlled by a non-democratic few, this does
not mean that they are weak as instruments of
power. National political parties are and always
have been among the most powerful partici-
pants in the international arena. International
agencies do not spring full grown from the
weary shoulders of Atlas – the decision to form
them is made by partisan politicians within
nation states. When these partisans win national
elections they win control of appointments to
such bodies, and they normally appoint their
own partisan supporters to represent the gov-
ernment they now control. Any others who win
such appointments on the sole grounds of their
expertise must always be very careful not to act
contrary to their appointers’ partisan plans. Most
of the appointments made do not require leg-
islative approval and national parties’ successful

campaigners (i.e. elected officials) are thus
able to send whom they wish into the interna-
tional arena, except as they may be constrained
by the need to reward their most generous
supporters.

Moreover, the capacity of national party
leaders to fashion international policies and
agreements does not depend merely on such
appointments, nor is it exercised only at the
time and place such decisions are made.
Parties bring their power to bear on interna-
tional policy-making both long before and far
away, within the nation states. Laura
Macdonald and Mildred A. Schwartz (2002)
have examined the role of national parties in
Mexico, the United States and Canada in
developing the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA), showing in detail how
parties in all three nations took pro- and anti-
NAFTA stances in election campaigns in the
years leading up to the treaty. Particularly
interesting were the efforts of the parties out of
power: in Canada such parties offered ‘loud
and strong opposition’ in the Canadian parlia-
ment, while in Mexico the Partido de Acción
Nacional (PAN) demanded (in vain) a referen-
dum on the question of ratification, and in the
United States the Democratic Party was forced
to engage in a long process of intraparty nego-
tiation as its small business supporters rallied
to populist appeals for greater trade barriers
while its allies in high-technology industries
lobbied hard for freer trade. The impact of
these stabs at opposition was, however, quite
limited. In Canada, even the leftist parties,
when in power, ‘appeared powerless to resist
the global and domestic pressures toward
removing trade barriers’ (Macdonald and
Schwartz, 2002); the PAN has not repudiated
the treaty now that it has come to power; and
of course the Clinton Democrats came out
strongly in its favor. Macdonald and Schwartz
(2002: 145) interpret this to mean that ‘the lead-
ers of all three governments approached their
tasks as though the national political systems
in which they operated – including their own
parties – would not be an impediment to their
goals.’ This interpretation, however, implies a
largely non-existent difference between gov-
ernmental and party leaders in the cartelized
party world of today and it is probably more
reasonable to assume that, having taken the
appropriate and possibly useful electoral
stances of opposition and gained power, party
representatives in government are often more
complicit than supine – free to support the
very policies it was tactically wise to oppose
prior to victory.
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On the other hand, some national parties that
are normally not in power (or are very much in
the minority within ruling coalitions) have had
an undeniable impact on the formation of inter-
national policy. The Greens are of course the
preeminent example of powerful opposition
that does not falter (or at least not much) after
election scores are in. Since the late 1970s Green
parties in Western Europe have played a major
role in bringing environmental dangers to the
attention of their own and other nations’ gov-
ernments, working hard and often successfully
to force national governments not only to adopt
ecologically sounder policies at home but also
to send their representatives to international
meetings armed with demands for stronger
action at that level – the only level where such
global environmental problems as desertifica-
tion, climate change, and ozone layer depletion
can be solved (Richardson and Rootes, 1995).

What constitutes success is, however, relative –
and arguable. According to Hein-Anton van
der Heijden (2002), the cartelization of major
political parties, in particular their tendency
to become merely helpful parts of the state,
seriously impedes the power of the Greens to
achieve the passage of sufficiently strong pro-
environment policies, be it at the national or
international level. Yet what van der Heijden
calls party failure at the international level,
focusing as he does on the Greens, anti-
environmentalists and leaders of non-Green
parties might well term party success: blocking
the passage of international treaties and regula-
tions that national governments find unaccept-
able because harmful to favored domestic
economic interests and/or invasive of sovereign
power of the state is something that partisan
representatives can and often do accomplish at
the international level. 

In any case, we clearly must be very careful
not to exaggerate what parties can achieve – or
will even try to achieve – via national govern-
ments in order to foster international democrati-
zation (never the same thing as winning the
adoption or blockage of particular policies). In
the first place, most of the world’s governments
are not themselves based on free and fully com-
petitive elections. Secondly, candidates for office,
with or without meaningful competition, do not
normally make the policies they expect to pur-
sue (in person or via appointments) in interna-
tional bodies a key part of their campaigns.
Partisan appointees to international bodies who
have been appointed by and/or won office with-
out attention to an international agenda will be
highly unlikely to feel themselves strongly
guided by public opinion at home. 

Or are things changing? The US invasion of
Iraq in 2003 against the collective will of the
United Nations and the expressed views of
many of her traditional allies provoked an alto-
gether unusual measure of public concern and
attention regarding US participation in inter-
national bodies during the 2004 presidential
election season, and helped set the political
agenda in Britain as well. Whether this situa-
tion has set a new precedent – one that could
conceivably contribute to the democratization
of international decisions via national parties –
or is simply a passing phenomenon remains to
be seen.

Another way parties may sometimes work
at home to influence the direction of interna-
tional governance is to focus on implementation.
Green parties, for example, often play a strong
role in calling attention to violations of inter-
national environmental agreements. Parties
whose support base is mostly industrial work-
ing class or agricultural small farmers may do
the same. But here, too, the sword of democra-
tization is two-edged. The same kinds of par-
ties, plus parties serving business interests,
may find it more ‘democratic’ to seek to block
the application of specific international
statutes within their home states than to work
to ensure their implementation, thereby weak-
ening rather than strengthening linkages with
the international decision-making body.

DO NGOS DO IT BETTER?

If parties are so limited in their willingness and
ability to use the power they have via national
governments to serve as agencies of interna-
tional democratization, are NGOs any better? A
brief detour in their direction seems worthwhile.

To begin with, it must be said that NGOs
themselves are not particularly democratic;
even the least responsive of political parties
will have statutes requiring consultation
with its membership and give them at least
pro forma attention, but NGOs are under no
such obligation. ‘Membership’ usually requires
nothing more than sending money once; con-
sultations are almost always advisory only and
designed to elicit funds rather than to seek gen-
uine guidance. Green movements are unusual
in sometimes calling for nominations to leader-
ship positions, but the list of those allowed to
nominate is typically quite restricted. For exam-
ple, as of 1998 Greenpeace USA had 400,000
members but distinguished between normal
members and voting members. ‘The former can
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if they wish join the activist network [and] take
part in mail protests or demonstrations, but
only 190 members are voting members; to be
such a member you must have at least six
years’ commitment to Greenpeace and the deci-
sion to grant such status is made by the five
member Board of Directors’ (Lawson, 1998).

Even the most enthusiastic defenders of
NGOs as agents of positive globalization sel-
dom claim they are or even should be instru-
ments of international democratization.3 They
focus instead on how the web of interactions
NGO activists have created among themselves
is steadily building a global civil society (Iriye,
1999; Ronit and Schneider, 2000). Although the
amazing proliferation of NGOs in the past
twenty years and their massive presence in or
‘parallel’ to regional or international meetings
on key global topics lend considerable credibil-
ity to this claim, it is also true that ‘practically all
major NGOs with the financial means to attend
regional and global intergovernmental meet-
ings are from the world’s “North”’ (Borgese,
1999: 987). Building the global civil society may
be the first step to building representative link-
ages to international governing institutions, but
there is obviously a long way to go to complete
that step and little sign that doing so is a high
priority for most existent NGOs.

Studies of NGOs often focus on the work they
do outside governments and outside confer-
ences: raising international consciousness of the
problems of particular groups and populations
and gathering funds that permit them to take
direct action themselves (such as the work of the
Grameen Bank in Bangladesh and of Acción
International in Latin America). Such studies
often make it clear that when NGOs do become
more intrinsically connected to the work of gov-
ernance, be it via specific national governments
or international agencies, any linkage estab-
lished is at the present time very likely to be
from the top down. Michael Edwards and
David Hulme (1995), for example, discuss how
international aid agencies sometimes funnel
their assistance through NGOs they deem espe-
cially good at reaching the poorest and neediest.
Mark Leonard (2002) urges national govern-
ments (especially the US government) to find
ways to work with NGOs that have ‘credi-
bility, expertise, and appropriate networks’ such
as Human Rights Watch or Oxfam. Such state
sponsorship sometimes seriously compromises
NGO credibility with local populations and
diminishes their potential for serving as mean-
ingful agencies of democratic linkage. The US
invasion of Iraq has provided some particularly
pointed examples. On the American side, the

US Agency for International Development gave
out ‘humanitarian contracts’ to NGOs with the
stipulation that they agreed not to speak to the
media and to recognize that they are ‘an arm of
the [US] government’ (Klein, 2003). On the Iraqi
rebel side, NGO workers were kidnapped and
menaced with execution. We may, of course, say
that NGOs represent a new kind of democracy,
with representation achieved not via elections
or binding consultations, but via participation
(even merely monetary) in organized groups
that represent their members’ most cherished
interests, be they humanitarian or selfishly eco-
nomic, and that in turn bring pressure to bear
successfully on international bodies involved in
making decisions that affect those interests.
Such a truncated and, finally, uncivil definition
of democracy, abandoning hope for a wider
citizenship in which represented individuals
take a measure of responsibility for all the deci-
sions made by a polity, may well be all that can
be hoped for at the international level, at least
for now. 

However, even this rudimentary democrati-
zation via the NGO is difficult to find in the
work of international bodies. Although NGOs
are much more openly present than parties and
indeed sometimes quite vociferous at interna-
tional meetings, their actual impact therein
appears to be much less than often imagined.
Most of the world’s NGOs are weakly financed
and inadequately supported by public opinion.
They have no assured place in the halls of global
power; they must constantly renew their assault
on the consciences or pocketbooks of those who
do have the power to decide. They can fail. They
can disappear.

Furthermore, even stronger NGOs serving
on impressive international advisory boards
appear to have little or no real power. Eva
Etzioni-Halevy (2002: 207) points out, for
example, that although the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) maintains contact with a
wide range of NGOs, including labor unions,
religious and women’s groups, such groups
are seen by the IMF ‘first and foremost as targets
for communication from the IMF and the
dissemination of information about the IMF . . .
a means of engaging and bringing the IMF’s
views to a wide range of interlocutors’. The
IMF (1998) itself claims only that such groups
‘provide opportunities for the IMF to listen’.

Similarly, Clark et al. (1998) find that although
NGOs ‘are an integral part of UN thematic
conferences’, they are commonly ‘shut out of the
most crucial stage of conference planning .. . and
are given subordinate roles in conference doc-
uments’. Such limitations have been demanded
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by specific government delegations and agreed
to by the UN (whose customary practices in
any case include a taboo against overt criticisms
of member governments at UN-sponsored
events). Significantly, Clark et al. (1998: 35)
conclude, ‘State sovereignty sets the limits of
global civil society’. 

Nor do even the wealthiest TNCs always pre-
vail via or above the nation state. Leslie Sklair
(2002) has argued that a new Transnational
Capitalist Class (TCC) is able to work through
national governments for effective control of
international policy, and demonstrates the
process with case studies including the global
tobacco business. However, Aynsley Kellow
(2002), noting the success of other NGOs in
fighting international seed companies using
new techniques of genetic modification, argues
that in fact well-organized NGOs working in
global coalitions can and often do hold trans-
national business interests very much in check.

In sum, although NGOs are in certain
respects strong and impressive actors in the
international arena and do seek to serve a wide
range of interests, they are nonetheless not
working as agencies of democratic linkage,
and we should not be misled by the glowing
encomiums they receive, and often deserve,
into imagining otherwise. Unlike parties, their
successes are often more visible than their fail-
ures or limitations. We often cannot see exactly
what the national parties are up to internation-
ally, and they often work anything but demo-
cratically, but they nonetheless clearly control
the work of international governance much
more powerfully than do the NGOs. All the
more reason for scholars to hold the mirror of
democratic linkage up to them and see what is
going on – and what is not.

TRANSNATIONAL PARTIES AND
PARTY NETWORKS

‘Transnational’ is, say Harlan Cleveland and
Walter Truett Anderson (1999: 879), ‘a word
whose time has come’. Although so far we
have stressed the power national parties have
via partisan representatives sent to interna-
tional bodies, we are not forgetting the more
obvious form of party activity at the interna-
tional level: international and regional parties
and party networks. 

There are four major international networks:
socialist, liberal, Christian democratic, and con-
servative. Of these, the oldest, best known, and
strongest is the Socialist International. This

transnational party network traces its roots
back to the International Association of the
Working Man (founded in 1864) and the Second
International (founded in 1889) and was recre-
ated after World War II in its present form,
rapidly building up to 125 member organiza-
tions from 105 countries. Strongest in Western
Europe, it has gained strength in Latin America
and Eastern Europe as well (Wells, 1998).

The three other transnational party networks
are younger, smaller, and weaker. The Liberal
International was founded in 1947 and has
members ‘and observers’ from 69 countries. The
Christian Democratic International was also
founded in 1947 and has 67 member parties.
The very conservative International Democratic
Union was founded in 1983 and has 70 member
parties from 56 countries (Wells, 1998).

All four organizations work to spread the
political ideologies to which they are commit-
ted by holding meetings, attending the meet-
ings of other parties and groups, publishing
books and pamphlets, and so forth. But their
best-known and most effective initiative has
been within the Parliament of the European
Union (Gaffney, 1996; Hix and Lord, 1997).
There, the first three of these four party families
have become the Party of European Socialists
(PES), the European Liberal, Democratic and
Reformist Group (ELDR), and The European
People’s Party – European Democrats (EPP/ED).
Conservative transnational party activity in
the EU is represented by the Union for a
Europe of Nations (UEN), which is characterized
as ‘Eurosceptic’, and the Europe of Democracies
and Diversities (EDD), ‘highly critical of the
EU and further European integration’. (Day,
2000: 238). Other EU party groupings are the far
left European Unitary Left/Nordin Green Left
(EUL/NGL) and the Greens, organized as the
European Federation of Green Parties/European
Free Alliance (GR/EFA). The 732 seats filled in
the 2004 European elections were divided as
follows, in order of ideology (left to right):
EUL/NGL 36; PES 200; GR/EFA 41; EDD 17;
ELDR 66; EPP-ED 275; UEN 27; NA 70, unaffil-
iated 70 (International Herald Tribune, 2004a).

The EU parties are examined in far greater
detail in a subsequent chapter in this book by
Robert Ladrech, as well as by other authors
(Hix, 2002; Hix and Lord, 1997; Bardi, 2002;
Ladrech, 1997). Here, however, it is appropriate
to examine briefly whether or not these party
groups are in fact fostering democratic linkage
at a supranational level.

Once again the answer is complex. In the
first place, the institutional design of the EU
poses special problems for representative
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democracy. The European Parliament, added
to the European Economic Community in 1967,
was a non-elected body with no legislative
functions for the first 12 years of its existence.
Member nations appointed representatives to
it, and the Parliament’s only function was to
oversee the work of the Executive Commission
(it had the right to approve commissioners and
to force the resignation of the entire Commission
at any time by a two-thirds vote, as well as the
right to approve or reject the annual budget
with respect to non-obligatory expenses, i.e.
those not demanded by the terms of the found-
ing treaty). Not until 1979 were direct elections
held; the electoral system to be used was (and
remains) for the individual states to decide. In
1987, the Single European Act (SEA) gave the
Parliament the right to accept, reject or amend
policies proposed by the Council of Ministers
relating to member states’ internal markets,
although the Council may, if unanimous, over-
rule a rejection. Otherwise, the principal deci-
sion-making bodies of the EU remained the
European Commission, which meets once a
week and proposes rules and regulations, and
the Council of Ministers, which is the true
legislative and executive organ of the EU; the
members of both bodies are appointed by the
member states.

The limited reforms enacted over the past
several decades were not seen as sufficient,
and it became more and more common to
speak of the EU’s ‘democratic deficit’ and to
recommend greater powers for the Parliament
as the cure. Finally, in 2003–4 a new European
constitution was written that takes much more
serious steps in the direction of democratiza-
tion. If this draft constitution is ratified by the
member states, it will mean that no proposition
of the Commission can be adopted without the
approval of the Parliament as well as the
Council of Ministers (Article 33). The draft con-
stitution also calls for the Parliament to be
given the right to elect the President of the
Commission, the Union’s single most powerful
leader, presently chosen by the European
Council (the biannual meeting of Europe’s
heads of states and foreign ministers) and
merely ‘approved’ by the Parliament (Ferenczi,
2004a).

Although these are definite moves toward
further empowering the one organ of the EU
that is linked to voting citizens, the changes
should not be exaggerated. The clause giving
the Parliament ‘codecision’ powers over laws
is limited to projects that do not concern fis-
cality, social questions or police cooperation.
The nomination of the President would still be

made by the European Council – the difference
is that instead of being expected to approve, the
Parliament would have a true right to elect,
backed up by the power to refuse: if the candi-
date did not receive a majority in Parliament a
new candidate would have to be proposed
within a month.

The constitution also calls for a change in
what constitutes a majority within the Council
of Ministers. A new ‘qualified majority’ would
be required, consisting of at least 55% of the
member states representing at least 15 different
states and at least 65% of the EU population.
(Ferenczi, 2004b). Although praised by the two
most powerful EU leaders, Gerhard Schröder
of Germany and Jacques Chirac of France, as
constituting an important measure of democra-
tization, this must be taken with a grain of salt:
as noted, the Council of Ministers is not itself
linked to voting citizens; Schröder and Chirac
are national party leaders. The relationship
between the national parties and the suprana-
tional parties in the EU is complex, the division
of power between them uncertain, and the
capacity of the new constitution to effect sig-
nificant change in that regard is far from clear
(Deschouwer, 2000).

In deciding whether the cup of EU democra-
tization is now approaching half full or still
more than half empty, several considerations
are in order. First, as noted, the constitution has
yet to be ratified. Second, there is certainly
good reason to doubt that, if it is, the Members
of the European Parliament (MEPs) will begin
to exercise their new powers more in accord
with the votes their party groups helped gain
for them than with their home governments.
Hix (2002) has shown that up until now
national party policies have been the strongest
predictors of how members will vote, regard-
less of which supranational party group they
belong to. Furthermore, many MEPs are
responsive to particularized group interests,
and take an active part in what are known as
‘intergroups’ dedicated to such matters as
language and culture, minorities, consumer
rights, animal rights, etc. Although such groups
have no formal status, the deputies belonging
to them do seek to influence EU decision-
making on their behalf (Lequesne and Labastida,
2004).

Another reason to be cautious in predicting
greater democratization in a more powerful
European Parliament is that, despite the protes-
tations of scholars, European voters them-
selves have so far shown remarkably little
understanding of or concern for the policies
candidates for election propose to adopt if
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elected to serve in Strasbourg. The record low
turnout in the 2004 European elections and the
very poor showing of candidates ideologically
linked to presently ruling national parties were
unanimously interpreted, no doubt correctly,
as a ‘vote-sanction’ against the policies of those
parties at home and ‘dissatisfaction with poli-
tics in general’ rather than as the rejection of
particular EU laws and regulations or disgust
with that body’s lack of true democratization.
(Service France, 2004; International Herald
Tribune, 2004b). The candidates themselves
were accused (again no doubt correctly) of
having lacked ‘a sufficient consciousness of the
importance of the institutions of the Union’
and of having failed to find a way to bring the
issues at stake into play (Ferenczi, 2004c). One
author says flatly, ‘the citizen is singularly
absent from the democratic process’ of the EU
(Delperée, 2004). His answer is to call for a
change in the political culture of the organiza-
tion, but it seems reasonable to amend that
recommendation to include a call for a change
in the political culture of the candidates and
their electorates as well. 

Overall then, we must conclude that even the
best-developed of transnational parties, those
active in the EU, do not yet play a stronger role
in supranational politics than their national
counterparts, nor a more democratic one.
However, interesting changes have been made
and others are proposed, changes which do
have a potential for shifting power to the par-
ties and for permitting their electorates, when
they finally awaken to the issues at stake, to
insist on more democratic links to them. 

FOR FURTHER STUDY:
DENATIONALIZATION WITHOUT

INTERNATIONALIZATION

Globalization is an international process, but
its advance does not always mean the interna-
tionalization of governance. We have seen that
national parties, while not necessarily follow-
ing democratic norms, are nevertheless strong
agencies, perhaps the strongest, in determining
the course of affairs in international decision-
making bodies, playing this role via their
appointed representatives of national govern-
ments. Given the difficulty some still have in
accepting the cartel model for contemporary
parties (despite ample evidence that it is in fact
operative even at the international level, as
successful parties work in collusion with
national governments on behalf of the goals

they jointly set), it is tempting to stop here:
recent scholarship goes against the dream of
parties as agencies of democratic linkage
between citizens and states, and these are hard
truths to accept.

However, it is precisely at the international
level that we begin to see the glimmerings of
yet another disturbing change in the role par-
ties play. National parties may be in collusion
with national governments, but to whom do
those governments belong and, if they have
new owners, what do their new proprietors
seek? Can we still be confident that elected
leaders in charge of democratic governments
always rule on behalf of the popular majorities
who elected them?

National parties are formed – or re-formed – in
new contexts now and carry out new func-
tions. Their successful representatives some-
times take on a role that is, in a certain sense,
against the state, and even against governance
altogether. Such partisan leaders do not act
against the holders of power, but against the
very principles of the democratic state. They
do so by subordinating national domestic
goals to the imperatives of economic globaliza-
tion, either because they believe that this will
in fact make the nation collectively more pros-
perous, or simply in order to serve their own
interests and those of their most important
supporters.

Few would doubt that this is what has in fact
been taking place in post-communist Russia,
where studies have amply demonstrated that
the new parties are at the service of powerful
private interests with whom the national gov-
ernment negotiates to maintain its power
(Pshizova, 2004; Golosov, 2003). Many perceive
the 2003 invasion of Iraq by the United States
as an activity undertaken on behalf of power-
ful oil interests, and some have gone so far as
to see the events of September 11, 2001 as
themselves the work of such interests. The
determination of British and Italian elected
leaders to send members of their own military
to join that enterprise, against popular majorities
of well over 80% opposing such initiatives, has
been difficult to understand within the confines
of the standard democratic paradigm. No doubt
the phenomenon, if phenomenon there be, is not
as widespread as some alarmists would imagine.
Leaders are, after all, normally accorded flexi-
bility of response in amazing and frightening
times, in democracies as in other forms of gov-
ernment, and are not expected to follow the
polls on a daily basis. Furthermore, it has never
been the case that democratic governments in
nation states give unreserved allegiance to the
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idea or practice of international governance, even
in domains where they know themselves to be
incapable of effective action. International
acceptance of the idea of sovereignty militates
strongly against internationalization of gover-
nance. Nonetheless, if parties are now more and
more often working hand in hand with govern-
ments that are fundamentally anti-democratic,
privileging the business contract over the
social one on which the modern state is sup-
posedly based, and if such parties’ representa-
tives are carrying this perspective into the
international arena, then the consequences
may be far greater than yet imagined. Indeed,
the perils of sporadic acts of terrorism, however
dreadful to witness, may prove to have consider-
ably less long-range significance for the human
condition than will this ruthless rejection of
democratic norms.

It is, of course, hard to believe that political
parties, so long considered the key mechanism
for turning democratic dreams into something
approximating democratic practice, could
become dangerous instruments for achieving
so opposite a goal. As Leon Epstein (1983)
pointed out, those who study parties tend to be
strongly committed to ‘a long established con-
ception of the special importance of parties in a
democratic society . . . essential intermediaries
for effective representation of a large and
diverse electorate’. He confesses that he him-
self has never really departed ‘from the intel-
lectual context of [this] continuing commitment’.
Yet he dares to suggest that ‘the context along
with the commitment may not be immutable’.
Now, more than two decades later, we cer-
tainly no longer believe parties are always
effective agencies of democratic linkage between
citizens and the state. The context has changed
indeed, and the commitment has been shaken.
We must consider the possibility that some
parties are not only ever less capable of pro-
viding such linkage but are not really inter-
ested in doing so at all: they have different
plans for the use of power.

NOTES

1 NGOs = non-governmental organizations;
INGOs = international non-governmental orga-
nizations; TNCs = transnational corporations;
TSMOs = transnational social movement organi-
zations. Although not mutually exclusive, all
these terms are used in the literature.

2 A fourth related topic, how some national parties
seek to influence the creation and programs of

parties in other nations, is another way parties
play an important role internationally, one that
space does not permit us to cover here. For
an interesting study of the relationship between
Western parties and the new parties of post-
communist Europe, see Pridham (2000).

3 For a remarkable exception, see the discussion by
Jacques Attali (2004). But although Attali praises
NGOs’ actions on behalf of democratic values
and calls for them to be given a far greater and
more institutionalized role within the United
Nations, he says nothing about their having or
being required to have democratic links to their
memberships.
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INTRODUCTION

Political party activity in the European Union
(EU) is represented in three interconnected
dimensions. First, and foremost, is the national
dimension in which national political parties are
active. As regards the EU, it is the national party
that selects candidates to stand in elections to
the European Parliament (EP), and also exerts
varying degrees of influence over its national
delegation, for instance in the election of its
leader. Second, there is the European Parliament
itself. Its work is organized by parliamentary
party groups, which, among other functions,
select offices such as committee chairs, rappor-
teurs, etc. Apart from the four main party
groups – social democrats, Christian democrats
and conservatives, liberals, and greens – the for-
mation of new party groups involves the input
of national parties. Thirdly, there is the transna-
tional dimension, the linking of national parties
across the EU by party family in transnational
party federations. As with the EP party groups,
four transnational party federations exist, all
having a level of organization that has evolved
over the past 20 years or so. They are the
European People’s Party (EPP), the Party of
European Socialists (PES), the European Liberal,
Democrat and Radical Party (ELDR), and the
European Green Party. In 2004, many of the
parties making up the far left EP party group –
which includes most of the remaining commu-
nist parties in Western Europe – announced the
formation of their own transnational party fed-
eration, the European Party of the Left. These
transnational party federations will be explored

below in greater depth, but it should be clear at
the outset that among the three dimensions of
party activity mentioned, the transnational
dimension is the least developed of the three in
terms of direct impact on EU policy-making and
perceived relevance by ordinary national party
members. Yet one of the key functions of these
transnational party federations is to link and
deepen the relationship between the EP party
groups and national parties: in other words, to
link the national and supranational dimensions.

The development of the EU over time has had
consequences for party activity. The European
integration process, in particular the enhance-
ment in the powers of the EP, has directly influ-
enced EP party groups and transnational party
federations. For EP party groups, direct elec-
tions, beginning in 1979, initiated a slow process
of change in candidate selection, as well as hav-
ing a varying impact on national politics. For
the transnational party federations, their cre-
ation in the mid- to late 1970s was predicated
upon the belief that a more partisan politics at
the European level would emerge due to direct
EP elections, and some level of organization
among similar parties was needed in prepara-
tion for this eventuality. Between 1979 and the
present, transnational party federations have
experienced some modest organizational devel-
opment, and this has roughly paralleled major
increases in the policy competence of the EU,
especially in the realm of monetary union (the
creation of a single currency). In July 2004, a
Party Statute concerning European transna-
tional party federations came into force, and
represents a significant change in the relation-
ship between the federations and the EP party
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groups and national parties. These changes
affecting the party federations, as well as their
role in EU politics will be explored in more
detail. First we turn to the background and
description of the major party federations.

THE TRANSNATIONAL PARTY
FEDERATIONS

In anticipation of direct elections to the EP, three
party-family-linked transnational party federa-
tions were established: the Christian democratic
EPP, the social democratic Confederation of
Socialist Parties of the European Community
(CSPEC), and the liberal ELDR. Initially small
secretariats, they eventually became closely
linked with their respective party groups in the
EP, to the extent that personnel working in their
secretariats and funding derived from the party
groups. Beginning in the early 1990s, the EPP
and CSPEC began a review and eventual orga-
nizational enhancement of their respective
party federations. Ostensibly, the catalyst for
this attention was the 1992 Maastricht Treaty on
Economic and Monetary Union, the EU initia-
tive to establish a single currency by the end of
the decade. For many in national party leader-
ships, this leap in the European integration
process represented a very material challenge to
domestic policy-making and politics. The
notion of better coordination across national
boundaries seemed much less of an abstract
idea. The party federation already represented,
in an embryonic state, an organizational mecha-
nism whereby this cooperation and coordina-
tion, at least initially on an ideational level,
could quickly commence. Indeed, Johansson
(2002) argues that the EPP was a factor in the
ability of Christian democrat prime ministers/
party leaders to bring British Prime Minister
Margaret Thatcher on board to support such an
historic integrationist initiative as monetary
union. Additionally, the Maastricht Treaty con-
tained the first reference to the existence and
role of transnational, or European, parties
(Article 138a). It reads: ‘Political parties at the
European level are important as a factor for
integration within the Union. They contribute to
forming a European awareness and to express-
ing the political will of the citizens of the Union.’

The rest of the 1990s witnessed an increase in
activities of both of these main party federa-
tions in terms of bringing party leaders and
others into contact and collaboration on EU
directed policy ideas (the CSPEC, as part of its
organizational evolution, changed its name to

the Party of European Socialists  in 1992). The
EPP, PES and ELDR developed affiliated orga-
nizations, each of them having a youth wing.
Before proceeding further, a brief sketch of the
four current party federations is presented.
Following this, an analysis of their role in the
EU and relationship with their constituent
national parties and party groups is detailed.

The European People’s Party

The EPP was established in 1976. This party
federation was primarily composed of
Christian democratic parties, from large coun-
tries such as Germany and Italy, and smaller
ones such as Belgium and the Netherlands.
These parties were already members of a larger
pan-European organization, the European
Union of Christian Democrats (EUCD). As for
their position regarding European integration,
these parties have a long tradition of support-
ing not only the integration process launched
in the 1950s, with its primary focus on eco-
nomic integration, but also political integra-
tion, even endorsing the creation of a federal
European union. This stance is consistent with
their founding beliefs in supranational authority,
as witnessed by their acceptance of religious
authority, and for the specifically Catholic par-
ties, the authority of Rome. Thus ideological
differences over the finality of European inte-
gration were not a divisive issue among the
founding parties of the EPP.

Along with the PES, Liberals and Greens, the
EPP drew financial support from its EP party
group. Although, unlike the others, it did not
have its offices in the same building as the
group, it was nevertheless intimately tied to EP
dynamics. For instance, some of its presidents
had also held the same office in the group (e.g.
Martens). Despite this link with the EP, the
EPP, as with the other transnational party fed-
erations, is a tool of the party leaders.
Consequently, in order to understand the strat-
egy of the EPP over the course of the past thirty
years, one must look to the dominance of its
constituent parties and their preferences. In the
case of the EPP, the German Christian
Democratic Union (CDU), under the leader-
ship of Chancellor Helmut Kohl, played a crit-
ical role in its evolution. The EPP could be said
to have been an additional field of action for
Kohl’s German foreign or European economic
policy. Beginning to break out of the traditional
formats of Christian social market economics
in the 1980s, Kohl employed the meeting of EPP
party leaders to support a more neo-liberal
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thrust in EU economic and then monetary
policy. The export of this revision to traditional
Christian democracy was also aimed at the
new parties arising in the former Soviet-
dominated countries of Eastern Europe after
1989. In this respect, the expansion of the EPP
to take in conservative and liberal parties was a
product of the attempt to influence and coordi-
nate broad policy orientations among as large a
pool of parties as possible. This same strategy
was also shared by the EPP group in the EP. The
fruit of this expansion could be seen in the EP
with the plurality gained in both the 1999 and
2004 elections to the EP.

Although EPP member parties range from
Christian democratic to ones such as Forza
Italia and the French neo-Gaullist UMP, the
linkage between the modest secretariat of the
EPP and its national constituent parties
remains one of support for elite interaction.
Despite having the option of individual mem-
bership, the EPP is not a concern of internal
national party politics. As such, beyond the
interests of national party leaders, the EPP,
along with its EP group, is remote from
national politics and exists primarily within
the confines of EU-level political dynamics.

The Party of European Socialists

The transnational party federation of the EU’s
social democratic parties, founded in 1974, was
the Confederation of Socialist Parties of the
European Community. The only one of the
transnational party federations to have mem-
ber parties in all EU member states, along with
the EPP, CSPEC represented, at least in theory,
the major alternative orientation towards a
neo-liberal EU. However, unlike the EPP, ideo-
logical differences among left-of-center parties
prevented the same degree of cohesiveness on
matters of major European integration initia-
tives as was the case with the EPP. Until the
mid- to late 1980s, the British Labour Party and
the Danish Social Democratic Party opposed
most integration proposals. Their eventual
embrace – however conditional – of further
European integration by the 1990s allowed a
reexamination of the role of the CSPEC. In
November 1992 the CSPEC transformed itself
into the PES, and in so doing was charged by
its national party leaders to assist in the devel-
opment of better coordination of social democ-
ratic initiatives at the EU level, but also in
programmatic development. Unlike the EPP,
social democracy had been inextricably linked
with national state action, and the reluctance to

‘give up’ control to a supranational authority
was a cause of divisiveness among PES mem-
ber party leaderships (although the degree of
difference declined over the 1990s).

Links between the PES and its EP party group
were characterized as one of dependence. Office
space as well as financial support was the norm
until the coming into force of the EU Statute on
European Parties in 2004 (see below). Unlike the
EPP, however, the presidency of the PES was
kept very separate from the EP group leader-
ship, none of its presidents ever having served
as group president: Claes (Belgium) and
Cook (UK), both foreign ministers, Scharping
(Germany), defense minister, and Rasmussen
(Denmark), a former prime minister.

The PES has for most of its existence opposed
individual membership (though this is due
more to the objections of a few member parties
than a widely shared belief). Its links with its
member parties beyond the party leadership are
superficial. Most national party representatives
to the PES are appointed rather than elected,
and the fact that its manifesto for EP elections
has served at times as the official document for
national campaigns is widely unknown within
parties. In its 2004 Congress, though, the PES
elected a new president in its very first compet-
itive election, between Rasmussen and Amato
(Italy). Both men pledged to make the PES more
relevant to national party members and raise
the profile of the PES in general. It remains to be
seen whether or not this attempt will succeed.
Like the EPP, the PES has also established mem-
berships in Eastern and Central Europe, some
being completely new parties established after
1989, a few reformed former communist parties.

European Liberal, Democratic and
Reform Party

The ELDR, formerly the Federation of Liberal
and Democrat Parties, was founded in 1976.
From the beginning, the ELDR experienced a
much more heterogeneous ideological compo-
sition than the EPP or the PES. There is a notice-
able variation along left–right issues as well as
on the pro-integration/anti-integration axis. In
addition to ideological variation, the ELDR is
made up of relatively small national parties,
reflected in the size of the ELDR group in the
EP as well as in transnational coordination,
where liberal parties in government are scarce.
Along with the EPP and PES, the ELDR was
established in anticipation of direct elections to
the EP, and the possibility of a European party
system developing. Also like the two other
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transnational party federations, organizational
changes in the ELDR (leading to, among other
things, the name change), occurred in the wake
of the Maastricht Treaty, here the catalyst being
more specifically Article 138a.

In addition to financial support from its EP
group, the relations between the party and
group have developed only to a modest degree.
This is partly explained by the ideological vari-
ance within both group and party, and also the
unbalanced relationship between the ELDR’s
national party members and their strength in
the EP. In particular, until 1999 when propor-
tional representation was introduced for EP
elections in the United Kingdom, the British
Liberal Democrats were underrepresented in
the EP, but were one of the largest delegations
in the ELDR party (Sandström, 2002).

After the 2004 EP elections, a new centrist
group in the EP was formed. This was composed
of the existing ELDR group along with a break-
away French party from the EPP-ED group, the
UDF, plus a handful of members of the
European Parliament (MEPs) from minor parties
in Italy. In the autumn of 2004, plans were
announced for a new transnational party, jointly
presented by the UDF party leader Bayrou,
Italian Margharita party leader Rutelli and
former president of the European Commission
Prodi. How this party related to the ELDR is
unclear, although it certainly occupies a portion
of the ideological space of the ELDR.

European Green Party/European
Federation of Green Parties

Of the four transnational party federations, the
European Greens were not present in the first
directly elected European Parliament. An early
form of transnational cooperation including
more than just Green Parties, the ‘Coordination
of Green and Radical Parties in Europe’, was
created in 1980. In anticipation of more finan-
cial and organizational support from the EP, a
new transnational organization comprising
only Green parties was founded in 1983, the
European Green Coordination (EGC). It was
not, however, until after the Green parties’
breakthrough in the EP elections of 1989 that
serious thought of a transnational party feder-
ation approaching the organizational develop-
ment of either the EPP, PES or ELDR was
undertaken. Thus in 1993, the European
Federation of Green Parties (EFGP) was estab-
lished. A basic difference between the EFGP
and the other transnational party federations is
that non-EU European parties were allowed

full membership; associate status was the
norm for the other party federations.

Relations between the EFGP and the Green
group in the EP have also diverged from those
of the other three transnational party federa-
tions. No linkage between the EGC and the
Green members of the EP (known as GRAEL –
Green Alternative European Link) existed
before 1989. Until 1992, better relations
between the two components hardly resulted
in more than exchange of information and
seminar and conference interaction (Dietz,
2002). Closer cooperation since the EP election
in 1994 has resulted in minor organizational
changes wherein the Green group is more inte-
grated in the party. Yet, compared to the other
party federations, the Green group operates in
a much more autonomous fashion, and
although the number of parties in the Group
has expanded due to EU enlargement, and
thus the balance between parties in the Group
and in the EP is more even, the ideological
antipathy towards supranationalism on the
part of some national Green parties precludes
any substantial organizational progress
towards the model of either the EPP or PES.

In the spring of 2004, the EFGP transformed
itself into the European Green Party (although
owing to the aforementioned ideological
hostility, the name European Federation of
Green Parties is retained). One substantial dif-
ference between the European Green Party and
its predecessor was the creation of a common
platform for the 2004 elections to the EP, used in
all national Green party campaigns. It remains
to be seen if a further adjustment in terms of
closer relations between the group and party
will take place.

FUNCTIONS OF TRANSNATIONAL
PARTY FEDERATIONS

Party–group relations

From the brief sketch above, it is clear that
transnational party federations have evolved
since their establishment in the mid-1970s.
All four European parties have experienced
organizational changes in terms of internal
decision-making as well as relations with their
respective EP party groups. Article 138a draws
attention in the first instance to the role of
European level parties ‘as a factor for integra-
tion within the Union’. By attempting to join
national party orientations with the party
groups in the EP, a general notion of direction
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in terms of policy was ultimately hoped for.
Organizational enhancements over the 1990s,
for example employing qualified majority
voting instead of unanimity on certain issues,
were expected to make the transnational
parties more effective in communicating their
preferences to their respective EP groups.
Problems have been encountered along the
way, however. For the EPP, the relationship
with the group was complicated by its tactical
alliance with the British Conservative delega-
tion. Not a member of the EPP party, they have
consistently been at odds with one of the basic
and founding features of the EPP, support for a
stronger supranational dimension in the form
of federal union. In fact, the EPP group was
renamed the EPP-ED, with ED standing for
European Democrats. Tension between the
British Conservatives and more traditionally
minded Christian democratic national delega-
tions has been therefore a problematic feature
of party–group relations.

The PES party–group relationship is the
most unproblematic of all the main actors. In
contrast to the others, ideological differences
among the national member parties dimin-
ished over time, leading some commentators
to note actual convergence. The British Labour
Party and the PASOK of Greece are but two
examples of this change. In terms of how this
impacted matters at the European level, it is a
contributing factor to explain the rise in voting
discipline in the group. It also led to the ability
to find a common ground in terms of policy
pronouncements, supported by the group, as
for instance was the case for an Employment
Chapter in the 1997 Amsterdam Treaty. By and
large, though, the party has not evolved into a
dominant position vis-à-vis the group. As with
all the transnational parties, in reality steps to
strengthen their organizational profiles have
been opposed by one or more member national
parties (to be discussed further below).

Although improved from the first decade
of existence, the improvement of relations
between the ELDR party and its group has been
modest. This is explained by the continuing left-
liberal vs. right-liberal split in party and group.
Although in the second half of the 1999–2004 EP
session the ELDR group president held the EP
presidency in alliance with the EPP-ED, the skill
with which he wielded influence helped the
image of the Parliament more than it helped
matters between the party and group.

Finally, the Greens, although also improving
their party–group relations in recent years, are
far from the level of integration, however
modest, seen in the EPP and PES. Continued

attachment to national sovereignty, a position
energetically and explicitly held by some of the
national member parties, prohibits increased
organizational change that results in national
group delegations’ autonomy becoming pre-
scribed by others.

The situation, then, after 30 years of historic
change in European integration, broadly speak-
ing, is the continued centrality of national
parties in the development and evolution of
party activity at the European level. In the three-
way relationship, national parties remain the
‘gatekeepers’ on transnational party activity,
and continue to have a role, though in prelimi-
nary stages, in EP party group activity.

Elections and campaigns

Article 138a also mentions the importance of
‘forming European awareness and a political
will’. Bearing in mind that the first three transna-
tional party federations were established with
direct elections to the EP in mind, it is not sur-
prising then that one of their primary tasks was
to help coordinate European Parliament election
campaigns. Producing a common election mani-
festo was seen by promoters as a vital task in
order to demonstrate a European perspective.
Unfortunately, this proved much more difficult
than was expected. Although the four party fed-
erations have had a common manifesto since
1979 (1989 for the Greens), they quite often had
opt-outs by various parties, and, even more
importantly, were usually ignored in the actual
campaigns of the national member parties.
Elections to the EP have been described as
‘second-order’, and in most instances the com-
petitive dynamics in each national arena has
more to do with government–opposition politics
than with issues of a European nature. In some
countries, additional parties spring up solely to
contest these elections, and at times breakaway
political formations appear (this has been the
case particularly for France). Time and effort are
expended by the party federations in this activ-
ity (specifically their secretariats and manifesto
working parties), yet at the end of the day
national parties continue to jealously guard
‘their’ domestic political systems from European
or transnational ‘intrusion’.

Party leader summits

Most of the activity of party federations, espe-
cially with the original three, involves national
party elites. No one activity better illustrates
this than the party leader summits. Party leaders,
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in many cases including prime ministers
(other than the Greens), have met under the
auspices of their respective party federations.
Members of their party family in the European
Commission also attend. Beginning in the early
1990s, these meetings became formalized, with
meetings every 6 months on the eve of EU sum-
mits. Hix (1996) has argued that these party
leader meetings are important instances of coor-
dination by senior political figures, and con-
tribute towards the actual negotiations in the
EU summit itself. The impact of these meetings,
which are dependent upon various media for
their dissemination, is probably greater for the
party federations in terms of strengthening the
networks of party leaders and their assistants
and advisors. Nevertheless, they do represent a
public expression of party family solidarity, and
at least on a symbolic level are useful. Party
leader summits have, of course, more meaning
for the EPP and PES, since they are the party
federations that include most prime ministers,
decreasing in importance for the ELDR, and
non-existent for the Greens.

Coordination activities: The
Convention on the Future of Europe

In the spring and summer of 2002, a Convention
on the Future of Europe was convened. The pri-
mary task of this Convention was to draft a con-
stitution for the EU, essentially to consolidate
the various treaties, streamline them, and make
the whole more understandable for Europe’s
citizens. The Convention was made up of
MEPs, national parliamentarians, representa-
tives from member state governments, and an
assortment of representatives from the European
Commission and various interest groups and
non-governmental organizations. As a group,
MEPs undoubtedly had more expertise in the
relevant issues than did their national counter-
parts, and indeed, sitting in party group forma-
tion they contributed in a critical manner to the
work of the Convention. Costa (2004) notes,
though, that the party federations played a key
role in structuring the positions of the groups. In
the case of the EPP, the party had already
approved a constitutional document, and the
PES, although without such a specific contribu-
tion, presented a ‘Priorities for Europe’ docu-
ment that assisted in the coordination process.

Statute on European Parties

Article 138a, and its successor in the Amsterdam
Treaty, Article 191, did little more than state a

general desire for European-level parties to have
a role in the European integration process. The
efforts of the party federation presidents to give
a more concrete and legal foundation to their
organizations met with some success when
the European Council summit in Nice 2000
approved a Statute on European Parties that
achieved many of their aims. This statute came
into effect in July 2004, and has significant
implications for the linkage role of party federa-
tions, in the short term and in the longer term.
In the short term, the financial, administrative,
and (in all cases except the EPP) office space
dependence of the party federations on their
respective party group comes to an end. The PES,
ELDR and European Green Party have relo-
cated their offices out of the EP. Furthermore,
direct subsidy from the group to the party has
ended. Party federations now draw funding
from a pool of money granted by the European
Commission, as well as attracting a percentage
of ‘own’ finance, stipulated to be at least 20% of
their operating budget. The cost of office space
and the relative decline in financing has meant
that the range of activities by the party federa-
tions has been curtailed. Increased contribu-
tions by national member parties are unlikely,
as they are themselves in continual search for
funds. Thus one dimension in the linkage
between party federations and party groups has
changed substantially, in the short term to the
detriment of the party federations.

In the longer term, the new circumstances in
which the party federations find themselves
promote a more independent position than
they have experienced to date. The president
of the PES, elected in 2004, suggested that one
possible solution to the funding requirement
would be to ask national party members – that
is, individuals – to contribute. Admittedly, this
would only work if the PES had a higher pro-
file within the national parties, and to this end
Rasmussen pledged himself ready to engage.
The Statute on European Parties has plunged
the party federations into a new and more
uncertain environment, and it remains to be
seen how they will adapt.

CONCLUSION

European transnational party federations were
created in the anticipation that the European
integration process, with the advent of direct
elections to the European Parliament, may
evolve toward a form of parliamentary govern-
ment. Accordingly, political parties would have
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their place, in the work of the EP itself and
perhaps, depending on the direction of the inte-
gration process, in the promotion of candidates
in competitive elections to the presidency of the
European Commission. After thirty years of
existence, the party federations have experi-
enced only modest organizational growth, and
their linkage function between the suprana-
tional and national dimensions remains
extremely modest. On the other hand, the EU’s
development during the same period, although
significant, and in terms of monetary union his-
toric, has not been such to resemble a parlia-
mentary system, no matter how much increased
influence the EP has itself achieved. Coupled
with national party/government hesitancy – if
not explicit rejection – to cede real influence to
organizations that may at some point in the
future work against themselves, party federa-
tions are in a weak position forcefully to imple-
ment the aspirations in Article 138a. They
remain important sites for the cooperation and
occasional coordination of national political
elites, a way of reducing their transaction
costs when attempting to act on a European
level. The implementation of the European
Constitution, and the evolution in the manner
in which European Commission presidents are

chosen, are medium-term events that may have
consequences for party federations as they
continue to find a role for themselves.
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The function of political parties is both to adapt
to social transformations and to enable the
society to manage its divisions in a peaceful
manner. It is the role of the parties to identify
the demographic and other cleavages found in
the population; to offer policy programs pro-
viding competing resolutions to the paramount
problems of the time (and, not incidentally,
reflecting the core interests of their base); and to
mobilize support for their positions sufficient
to elect their candidates and to realize their
issue agendas. Parties’ responsibilities include:
forming coalitions, establishing policy commit-
ments, selecting candidates, and mobilizing
voters. In the process of such critical democra-
tic linkage functions, they coalesce electoral
support among relatively like-minded groups,
respond to their needs, and attempt (through
government action) to address those needs
once in office. It can be viewed as a continuing
cycle of identification and resolution, one vital
in keeping a democracy viable and responsive
to the concerns of its citizens.

As John H. Aldrich (1995) writes, at any one
period in time parties can be identified and
contrasted both in terms of their social mission
and the manner in which they choose to
approach it. A party is structured

in a particular context – in terms of problems it is
constructed to address . . . . The party is created to
address a central, defining problem and institu-
tionalized to resolve it over the long term. . . . that
problem changes over time and with it the form of
party that political elites create to seek to resolve
matters in their favor. . . . The historical context
yields different concerns . . . and these well may

have . . . a consequence that particular sets of
institutional arrangements within these very
broad constraints are better choices for politicians
seeking to resolve those differing problems on
favorable terms.

The demands of society change, and the par-
ties change to meet them. In this sense, parties
are derivative institutions, reflecting the nature
and concerns of the society that develops them.

The following posits the fundamental func-
tions parties address and examines the concep-
tual and empirical explanations given for the
parties’ systemic evolution. The focus is on
Western Europe and the United States, begin-
ning with the latter. In the conclusion, some
thoughts are offered as to the consequences of
the transformations under way. The most basic
objective in such an analysis is to assess the
qualitative aspects of change as they relate to
implementing a liberal (in the classic sense),
representative, and democratic governing
order.

PARTY FUNCTIONS IN A
DEMOCRATIC SOCIETY

Parties are of core importance to the conduct
of fully representative democratic politics.
Although they are seldom broadly perceived in
such a positive light, a democracy cannot oper-
ate without a vital, competitive, and responsive
party system (Schattschneider, 1960, 1942;
Dalton, 2002; Hofstadter, 1969; Aldrich, 1995;
Coleman, 1996; Crotty, 2001a, 2001b).

43
PARTY TRANSFORMATIONS: THE UNITED

STATES AND WESTERN EUROPE

William Crotty
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V.O. Key, Jr. (1964), the most influential of
American social scientists in laying the foun-
dation for the study of political parties, distin-
guished three levels of party activity: the
party-in-the-electorate; the party as organiza-
tion; and the party-in-government. Building on
this tripartite classification, Russell J. Dalton
and Martin P. Wattenberg (2000) subclassify
the functions served by a party in a democra-
tic society. These are listed in Table 43.1. In
abbreviated form, they can be summarized as
follows:

• mobilizing voters and organizing electoral
choice;

• including a mass electorate in political
decision-making;

• recruiting a nation’s political leadership
through its policy-making and administra-
tion of public affairs in regard to the most
pressing social concerns, while remaining
accountable to the needs of its base-level
supporters.

The basic questions given this agenda, then,
are: How well do the contemporary political
parties perform the functions critical to a
democratic society? How and with what
degree of success do parties adapt to societal
pressures? What drives party transformations?
How can such change and its broader conse-
quences be accounted for and evaluated?

FOUNDATIONS OF PARTY CHANGE

Social change leads to party transformations.
One of the basic elements in this process is the
nature and consolidation of the parties in the
social fabric of a nation, measured in this case
by levels of party support and the impact of
party affiliations on voter decision-making.
Another, is the question of the parties’ ability
to mobilize voters to the extent that the mass
electorate, at a minimum, participate in elec-
tions. Thirdly, there is the question of account-
ability, in the sense of how representative the
parties are in reflecting and responding to the
views of their electors and being held respon-
sible for their actions and policies through the
medium of elections.

We begin by looking at the American system
in detail, and then suggest that it may be
indicative of the movements affecting party
systems throughout the Western world.

THE PARTIES’ ROOTS IN
THE ELECTORATE

It has been fashionable in recent decades to
speak of the political parties’ weakening hold
on the electorate (Burnham, 1970; Wattenberg,
1991, 1998; Crotty, 1986; Dalton, 2002; Dalton
and Wattenberg, 2000; Lawson and Merkl,
1988). Much of the debate has focused on what
has come to be referred to as ‘party decline’.
Basically the argument is that parties fulfill their
electoral function less satisfactorily, and that
non-party groups, individuals, and for-hire con-
sultants have become increasingly important in
financing candidates and winning campaigns.
The parties have become further separated both
from their base in the electorate and, with the
party reform movement of the late 1960s and
early 1970s, even lose control of the choice of the
candidates who run under their label.

Possibly the most damaging aspect of the
‘decline’ literature has been the emphasis on
the increasingly distant relationship between
the parties and their supporters or identifiers
and, as a consequence, the declining impact of
the parties on electoral decision-making. To
fully appreciate the argument, it is necessary to
go back to the earliest of the national, survey-
based, empirical studies of mass party affilia-
tion and its prominence in determining election
outcomes. These initial studies had shown party
identification to be the principal factor influenc-
ing voter choice (Campbell et al., 1960, 1966;
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Table 43.1 Functions served by the parties
Parties-in-the-Electorate
Simplifying choices for voters
Educating citizens
Generating symbols of identification and loyalty
Mobilizing people to participate

Parties-as-Organizations
Recruiting political leadership and seeking

governmental office
Training political elites
Articulating political interests
Aggregating political interests

Parties-in-Government
Creating majorities in government
Organizing the government
Implementing policy objectives
Organizing dissent and opposition
Ensuring responsibility for government actions
Controlling government administration
Fostering stability in government

Source: Dalton and Wattenberg, 2000: 5.

44-Katz-3336-Ch-43.qxd  11/22/2005  8:27 PM  Page 500



Miller and Shanks, 1996). A series of later
studies questioned the primacy of the parties’
influence, emphasizing instead the increas-
ing importance of issue positions in electoral
decision-making, reflecting the changing nature
of the times, of policy importance in a campaign,
and of a candidate’s appeal (Pomper, 1972;
Pomper and Lederman, 1980; Nie et al., 1976).

In broad terms, and looking at the electoral
system as a whole (as against the forces influ-
encing individual choice), the shift appears to
have begun in the mid- to late 1960s. Walter
Dean Burnham (1970) spoke of what he called
‘party decomposition’ and ‘long-term electoral
disaggregation’. Burnham and others have
developed this argument by focusing on the
‘dealignment’ of the electorate from the parties,
that is, the increasing independence of voters in
deciding on candidates and being influenced by
issue positions in a campaign. These emphases
have led to a decreasing impact of party affilia-
tion on the electoral decision. Burnham con-
tends that the election of 1968 ushered in a new
era in American politics, one in which ‘the par-
ties were decisively replaced at the margins by
the impact of the “permanent campaign”’
(Burnham, 1970; see also Paulson, 2000).

Others have taken up the cry. A number of
studies have demonstrated a substantial decline
in party identification over the four to five
decades (or more) since the party identification
measure was introduced. The early years which
provided the baseline for subsequent studies and
in which much of the theorizing was built came
to be called the ‘stable-party period’. More recent
decades have seen volatility and unpredictability
in voting outcome that have undermined the
stability produced by the decisive influence of
party loyalty in determining the vote.

As party ties have weakened, there has been
a concurrent rise in the number of Independents.
Three characteristics stand out about the
increase in the independence of the electorate.
First is the reconfiguration of the composition of
the Independent bloc. It was once considered
the most apathetic, most ill-informed, and least
politically involved of all party-related voting
categories. In more recent times, the move
towards the Independent group in the elec-
torate has shown quite the opposite trend: those
with high levels of formal education, the better-
off economically and more professional occupa-
tions with greater political sophistication and
more issue sensitivity in deciding their vote are
coming to dominate the Independent bloc.
Those groups closest to the political extremes,
the least knowledgeable and the least well-off in
society, and the least active as well as the most

knowledgeable and better-off (and considerably
more politically active), combine in the
Independent category. The influx into this
category of those who traditionally would
have been considered the most atypical of
Independent voters has been taken as a sign of
disillusionment with, and potential rejection
of, the contemporary parties.

As a consequence, the Independent vote has
increased in importance in deciding election out-
comes. The images associated with the parties
are less positive and less compelling for such
voters (Crotty, 2001a, 2001b; Owen et al., 2001;
Wattenberg, 1991, 1998; Dalton and Wattenberg,
2000). The shifts in voter alignments have also
resulted in a major decline in party-line voting
(i.e., the correlation between voting for the same
party at different levels of the electoral system,
roughly 0.80 in the first decades of the twentieth
century, has come down to levels of 0.4 and 0.3
in more recent elections). Split-ticket voting has
become a staple of contemporary elections and
what has come to be called the ‘candidate-cen-
tered campaign’ dominates the current political
scene. The changes in party relevance are
directly correlated with demographic factors
such as income, formal education, lifestyles,
occupation, and age (the oldest voters in the
electorate are the most partisan, the youngest –
and those entering politics during the height
of the Vietnam era – the least partisan).
Dealignment tendencies increase as one system-
atically moves towards younger voter groups.

Within a restructured political environment,
what then is the role of the parties? The parties
do not disappear, but their ability to shape vot-
ing decisions within the electorate and to attract
mass support has been threatened. Martin P.
Wattenberg writes: ‘most voters now view par-
ties as a convenience rather than as a necessity’.
He goes on to reassert the historic importance of
parties by posing the question that brings into
relief the transitions under way: ‘regardless of
whether the public recognizes it or not, parties
are necessities for structuring the vote. Political
scientists have long recognized the indispens-
able functions performed by parties, and
dealignment has only reinforced this view. . . .
the key question then is not whether political
parties can survive in an atmosphere of dealign-
ment, but whether they still perform many of
their key functions’ (Wattenberg, 1991: 32).

Not everybody accepts this critique. Warren
E. Miller argued for the continued importance
of party identification as a principal force in
structuring voter decision-making (Miller, 1990,
1998, 2002; Miller and Stokes, 1996). Miller
contends that the events associated with the
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late 1960s and the early 1970s – the war in
Southeast Asia, Watergate, political assassina-
tions, widespread disorder and violence, the
civil rights revolution, counter-culture demon-
strations against authority – did significantly
affect young adults during this time period and
thus have had a lasting impact on the quality
and intensity of this age group’s ties to the par-
ties. The impact of these events was less pro-
nounced in influencing the party loyalties of
older generations. As Miller (1998: 115) put it:

the larger impact of the anti-politics debate seems to
have been a generational effect: The young reacted
to the events of the period more sharply and possi-
bly even more permanently than did the older
cohorts. It was the refusal and delay of the young in
accepting partisan ties, not the lasting rejection of
the loyalties once held by their elders, that produced
the indicators of dealignment in the mid-1970s.

Given this, future partisan identifications
might have been expected to continue to fall
off, but:

the post-1976 evidence points to an increase in the
incidence of party attachments among the young
and strengthening of their partisan sentiments.

… where the strength of partisan sentiments is
concerned, a pervasive upturn since the 1970s has
been led by the same young cohorts whose original
entry into the electorate was dominated by non-
partisans. Each of the younger cohorts who con-
tributed so much to the apparent national
dealignment has experienced a dramatic increase in
both the incidence and the intensity of partisan sen-
timents in each of the elections of the 1980s as the
political climate normalized. Their level of attach-
ment . . . remained much below the norm that we
associate with their generational counterparts in the
1950s, but primarily because they started from such
an abnormally low point when they first entered
the electorate. They have in fact made a large con-
tribution to the national indications of renewed
partisanship. (Miller and Shanks, 1996: 109)

Miller contends that party identification, while
showing changes in intensity and in the compre-
hensiveness of affiliation, remains a powerful
influence on and predictor of the vote (Miller,
1990, 1996, and with Goldstein and Jones, 2002).

In many respects, the contending sides may
not be as far apart as they appear. Partisan iden-
tification has declined (and other factors have
increased in importance accordingly) but it is
still significant for those who vote. The parties
do not reach out as systematically or as effec-
tively as they might to organize or draw into the
electorate the less politically sophisticated non-
voters or members of minority groups. Failure to

mobilize non-voters is a fundamental weakness
of the modern party system (Conway, 2001a).

While substantial disagreement exists as to
the extent of partisan dealignment and its conse-
quences, it pales in significance compared to
efforts to explain the future directions of parties.
A realignment of the New Deal party system,
one that would reinvigorate it and position it as
a force of primary relevance in contemporary
politics, has long been anticipated. Miller claims
a realignment did occur in the 1960s and in the
Reagan era, and Burnham and Paulson (among
others) also view 1968 as a critical realigning
election or period. None of these candidates to
be called realigning elections, however, reached
significant groups in the apolitical strata of the
electorate or fundamentally changed the cleav-
age system supporting the major parties. On the
other hand, Wattenberg and others would argue
that Americans perceive the conventional party
system as irrelevant to the resolution of the
major issues of the day and that because the
political parties are seen as less relevant, or irrel-
evant, a realignment is non-functional and
unlikely (Wattenberg, 1991, 1998; Dalton and
Wattenberg, 2000).

The issues may appear technical and remote
from everyday concerns. In truth, the argu-
ment is over the importance of the political
party in determining election outcomes and in
structuring choices for the mass electorate. The
future of the parties’ role in all of these scenar-
ios at best is unclear and at worst assumes a
weak and diminishing significance. Given
Burnham’s (and others’) contention that par-
ties are the most effective agencies ever created
to organize and represent mass electorates, and
since there are no obvious contenders to fill
this role, these are not encouraging signs.

Several conclusions can be asserted with
some degree of certainty: the current parties are
less significant than they were at the height of
the ‘stable-party period’ in the 1950s; their
impact on voter decision-making is more in
question today than in earlier times; political
candidates run now on their own initiative; the
parties’ contribution, beyond supplying links to
fundraisers, consultants and pollsters, is mini-
mal; and the future of the political parties in
these regards is speculative and uncertain.

PARTIES AND DEMOCRATIC
MASS MOBILIZATION

A chronic problem, and one of the most extra-
ordinary failures of the political parties and the
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political system more generally, is voter
turnout. The United States has consistently
had one of the lowest voter turnouts among
industrialized nations. It is not a welcome situ-
ation for those who believe democracy means
the participation of all, or as many as possible,
in deciding a nation’s direction.

E.E. Schattschneider has called the rate of par-
ticipation in elections ‘the sickness of democ-
racy’. He raised the question as to what is ‘the
limit of tolerance of passive abstention’ within
the American system. As Schattschneider (1960:
104) notes, the problem is severe and ‘it points
out a profound contradiction between theory
and practice in American democracy’:

Every regime lives on a body of dogma, self-
justification, glorification, and propaganda about
itself. In the United States this body of dogma and
tradition centers about democracy. The hero of the
system is the voter who is commonly described as
the ultimate source of all authority. The fact that
something like 40 million [in the 1950s] adult
Americans are so unresponsive to [the] regime
that they do not trouble to vote is the single-most
truly remarkable fact about it.

More recently, the overall level of participation
in elections has hovered at around one-half of
the eligible voters in presidential contests
(49.1% in 1996, 50.7% in the 2000, and 57% in
2004) and one-third to 40 percent in mid-term
congressional races.

Schattschneider goes on to make the point
that the major way of stimulating significant
change in public policy is through an expan-
sion of the political community and that exten-
sions of the electorate have been a by-product
of party conflict. Political parties are the princi-
pal agents for creating a more inclusive elec-
torate and for expanding the frontiers of
democratic decision-making (Keyssar, 2000).
The evidence is that they are not doing an
acceptable job in these regards. The conse-
quences could be grave: ‘If we have lost the
capacity to involve an expanding public in the
political system, it is obvious that American
democracy has arrived at a turning point’
(Schattschneider, 1960: 98).

There is a distinct pattern dividing partici-
pants and non-participants. Those less likely to
vote include those with the least formal educa-
tion, those of lower socioeconomic status,
minorities, the less well-off economically,
younger people, and those not affiliated with a
political party or having a low level of interest
in campaigns or election outcomes.

It could be contended that America has
a class-driven electorate: those of higher

socioeconomic status participate in politics,
while those of lower socioeconomic standing
do not. This pattern of a class-divided turnout
and a low rate of participation is not found to
the same extent in democratic nations with
more encompassing and active party systems
(Dalton, 2002).

One argument has been that those who choose
not to vote participate in other ways. Such is not
the case. M. Margaret Conway writes:

Citizens of higher socioeconomic status are more
likely to engage in several kinds of political activi-
ties, including organizational and campaign activi-
ties and contacting public officials as well as voting
in elections [than those of lower socioeconomic
status]. They also perform each of these activities
more frequently. This pattern of more frequent per-
formance of several types of political activity by
persons of higher socioeconomic status does not
occur in all developed democracies. In some coun-
tries, social and political organizations mobilize
individuals of lower socioeconomic status and bring
them to levels of political activity similar to those
attained by the middle class. (Conway, 1991: 21)

The advantages of professional and economic
status are magnified, not lowered, when other
forms of political participation are examined
(Verba et al., 1995).

Registration barriers to the vote have less-
ened substantially in recent decades, although
the American system of personal registration
presents more of an obstacle than that experi-
enced in other countries. Yet as registration
barriers have weakened since the 1960s, the
participation levels have not increased
(Flanigan and Zingale, 1994: 46). No one has a
clear answer as to why, or what can be done to
increase overall participation in the long run.
An estimated two-thirds to 70% of registered
voters participate in elections, a turnout com-
parable to most advanced industrial nations.

A general disillusionment with politics and
detachment from the political system appear
to play a significant role in explaining low
turnout. Two general sets of factors can be iden-
tified as important. One can be labelled ‘social
connectedness’, or the extent to which indivi-
duals are integrated into the community, and
the other ‘political connectedness’, the extent to
which they believe a political presence impor-
tant and politicians and parties relate to
their concerns and can address their prob-
lems (Teixeira, 1980; see also Wolfinger and
Rosenstone, 1980; Rosenstone and Hansen,
1993). The designations get at the basic idea of
a disconnection from the political system that
appears to affect millions of Americans.
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Voter mobilization and the extension of the
bounds of participation in the political system
are functions of the individual parties and the
party system more generally. The evidence is
they are doing a poor job. In terms of expand-
ing the voting pool to include the interests of
the less well-off and those without other polit-
ical resources, they have been lacking. This can
contribute to the picture of a party system
more unified and cohesive at elite levels and
designed to service such elites in election cam-
paigns and in office, but one deficient at the
mass level.

Some class and economic interests fare better
than others. They do so because they partici-
pate in politics. The parties and candidates con-
fine their campaign appeals to the known or
most likely voters in the established voting uni-
verse, preferring not to venture into uncertain
waters through expensive and unpredictable
efforts to mobilize those with weaker political
attachments. The result, in effect, is a middle-
class electorate. Its interests are the ones both
parties choose to address in campaigns.
Unfortunately, it is one that excludes around
one-half of those potentially eligible to vote.

A constantly underrepresented electorate
limits the possibilities for structural change.
The same voters repeatedly participating in
elections have fashioned a middle- and upper
middle-class electorate, one to which both par-
ties have adapted. Representation for the
groups identified as participation-oriented
places policy and strategic boundaries on the
parties seeking to win office, ones that confine
the issues publicly debated and the parties’
sensitivity to these. Agenda redirection or
expansions of the voting pool would likely
occur only under the most extraordinary of
electoral circumstances.

EXPLAINING PARTY CHANGE:
SECULAR AND CRITICAL

REALIGNMENTS

The most basic of questions in parties’ research
is how to approach and understand party devel-
opments over time in a meaningful manner. It is
to this concern we now turn.

In broad terms, there are two prevalent
approaches to identifying and explaining party
change. One is to look at party votes and opera-
tions in an individual election or for a specified
period and compare them to previous research
on the parties’ appeals and approaches. This is a
fundamentally incremental form of analysis. 

Somewhat similar is the concept of ‘secular
realignments’ as developed by V.O. Key, Jr.
Key identified and suggested the foundation
for two realigning developments. A secular
realignment involves gradual but identifiable
party transformation or change in individual
group coalitional affiliations over a significant
period of time. ‘Critical elections’ or ‘critical
realigning periods’, by contrast, are intense,
short-term transformative patterns that
rearrange the party and political landscape on
a permanent basis. While secular realignments
are always on-going to some extent, critical
realignments are rare.

A few cautionary notes: First, the conceptual
and taxonomic approach identified is based on
the American experience. Secondly, ‘any . . .
gross characterization of elections presents dif-
ficulties in application. The actual election
rarely presents in pure form a case fitting com-
pletely any particular concept.’ Still, and
despite the variety and diversity of forces act-
ing on the electorate, the political parties, and
the society, he argues that ‘a dominant charac-
teristic often makes itself apparent’ (Key, 1955:
17). Finally, this is still very much a body of
work in progress.

SECULAR REALIGNMENTS

Considerably less spectacular than critical
realignments, but also considerably more
frequent (to an extent, they occur in all elections)
are secular realignments. They are often difficult
to discern and to analyze meaningfully in any
given election. Such a conceptual approach:

supposes the existence of processes of long-run, or
secular, shifts in party attachment among the
voters . . . [E]lection returns merely record periodic
readings of the relative magnitudes of streams of atti-
tudes that are undergoing steady expansion or contrac-
tion . . . [T]he rise and fall of parties may . . . be the
consequence of trends . . . that . . . persist over decades
and elections may mark only steps in a more or
less continuous creation of new loyalties and [the]
decay of old. The slow rate at which that process
may occur suggests the potency of the frictions to
change built into the electorate by its attachment
to old symbols, old leaders, [and] old parties. (Key,
1959: 198; emphasis added)

Such elections, with their gradual – at times
virtually imperceptible – changing alignments,
are the norm in party politics.

Such a secular reconstitution of support pat-
terns is subtle in any one categorical group in a
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particular election. It is usually not readily
apparent as a contribution to a long-term rede-
finition of the parties’ coalitions. Different pat-
terns of voting for individual parties are likely
to swing in one direction or the other, depend-
ing on the candidates and electoral circum-
stances, before flattening out in a cumulative
and permanent repositioning. In many cases, a
cause for confusion is the occurrence of a given
group of voters shifting their proportion of the
vote in favor of their party or the opposition,
but remaining predominantly loyal to their
original party choice. 

The changes can be difficult to detect and are
not usually obvious in any one election, but
require a series of election outcomes to become
apparent. Differences in party votes by demo-
graphic groups from one election to another,
usually small though occasionally substantial,
can be driven by an issue or a candidate attrac-
tive to or more representative of the interests of
a particular voting bloc.

This approach is the most prevalent form of
party analysis, and can be done exceedingly
well. The series of books (since 1980) by Paul
R. Abramson, John H. Aldrich, and David W.
Rhode on Continuity and Change . . . focusing on
successive elections and the party, demo-
graphic attitudinal, candidate, and issue/
ideological factors that drive the vote and affect
the parties’ coalitional support (as well as its
impact on the outcome) illustrates the explana-
tory power of the perspective (see Abramson
et al., 2002, as an example). Each election and its
party voting configurations are critiqued inde-
pendently and within a longitudinal and com-
parable conceptual framework that stretches
back to the original The American Voter
(Campbell et al., 1960), whose approaches have
dominated the field since. The research by
Abramson, Aldrich, and Rhode and its refined
application in subsequent elections provides
the most in-depth, intensive, and comprehen-
sive understanding of the parties’ shifting
group alignments and their impact on election
results.

Another series of edited quadrennial studies
of presidential elections, appearing immedi-
ately after the final vote count, critiques the
parties, their appeals, and the consistency of
their voting blocs; the issues dominant in the
campaigns; the appeal of the candidates; the
resource base (financial, organizational, extra-
party group involvement) of the parties and
their candidates; the primary processes; the
campaign strategies of the contenders; and the
significance of the election results for policy
priorities in the new administration. These

include a number of studies edited by Gerald
M. Pomper, Michael J. Nelson, and William
Crotty, among others (see, for example, Pomper,
2001; Nelson, 2001; and Crotty, 2001a).

These studies are valuable for appreciat-
ing the parties’ role within the context and
dynamics of a given election. They are less
helpful in fathoming and developing the
evolutionary process under way in the parties’
membership, group loyalties, and their long-
run repositioning within the electorate.

CRITICAL REALIGNMENTS

‘Critical realignments’, with their defining
symbol of a specific ‘critical election’, are far
more dramatic and much rarer. They are seen
as pivotal to the fundamental recasting of a
nation’s politics and party coalitions. These are
elections in which ‘voters are . . . unusually
deeply concerned, in which the extent of elec-
toral involvement is relatively quite high, and . . .
the decisive results of the voting reveal a sharp
alteration of the pre-existing cleavage within
the electorate. Moreover, and perhaps this is
the truly differentiating characteristic . . . the
realignment . . . seems to persist for several suc-
ceeding elections’ (Key, 1955: 4). In such elec-
tions, the extent of voter participation is great,
‘profound readjustments occur in the relations
of power within the community’, and ‘new
and durable electoral groupings are formed’
(Key, 1955: 17). Such critical elections are mile-
stones in the adjustment of parties to the social
needs of the period and measuring points
in the evolution of a nation’s democratic
representation.

These elections permanently reshape the
terrain the opposing parties must contend
with, restructure their coalitions, and reorient
the policy agendas and political environments,
setting the stage for a new generation of party
battles. Normally one party or the other moves
from minority to long-term majority status,
substantially broadens its appeal, attracts new
adherents, and measurably increases its domi-
nance and political power in relation to its
opposition. They are, of course, fundamentally
important to an appreciation of the parties’
role in the society and its relevance to political
representation.

Such realigning elections (or electoral eras)
are infrequent. Those indicated (and broadly
accepted as such) include the outcomes of
1800, 1828, 1860, 1896, and 1932. The ‘system of
1896’, as it has been called, was significantly
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different from the others. There was no shift in
party control. However, the Republican party,
in a contest with the Democratic–Populist
coalition, moved from a competitive but gener-
ally successful position, to one that dominated
politics up to the New Deal. There was also
arguably a realignment in 1968 (Burnham,
1970; Paulson, 2000; Miller and Shanks, 1996),
although this is not universally accepted. The
post-World War II period has seen the decline
of the New Deal party system (Petrocik, 1981),
but the dynamics of the forces at work in the
generations that followed have appeared more
complex and less clearly developed than those
leading up to previous realignments.

DEVELOPING THE
REALIGNMENT THESIS

There has been a rich and extensive use of
realignment concepts to explain processes of
party change. The most influential of these has
been the contribution of Burnham. Setting out
to provide Key’s original ideas with ‘qualita-
tive depth and meaning’ (Burnham, 1970: 1),
he describes a critical election, or realigning set
of elections, as

marked by short, sharp reorganizations of the mass
coalitional bases of the major parties which occur
at periodic intervals on the national level; are often
preceded by major third-party revolts which reveal
the incapacity of ‘politics as usual’ to integrate,
much less aggregate, emergent political demand;
are closely associated with abnormal stress in the
socioeconomic system; are marked by ideological
polarizations and issue-distances between the
major parties which are exceptionally large by nor-
mal standards; and have durable consequences as
constituent acts which determine the outer bound-
aries of policy in general, though not necessarily of
policies in detail. (Burnham, 1970: 10)

Further, realignments are not random, rather
‘there has been a remarkable uniform periodic-
ity in their appearance’. Such realignments
‘emerge directly from the dynamics of . . .
constituent-function supremacy in American
politics in ways and with implications . . . [that]
involve constitutional readjustments . . . [and]
are ultimately associated with and followed by
transformations in large clusters of policy’
(Burnham, 1970: 9).

The importance of realignments cannot be
underestimated. They are adaptive devices for
the parties in representing the popular will;
they link people to political elites in a manner

meaningful to contemporary societal conditions;
and they allow for the peaceful adjustment
and evolution of party institutions to the
social/economic restructuring that occurs in
society:

critical realignment emerges as decisively impor-
tant in the study of the dynamics of American pol-
itics . . . But even more importantly, critical
realignment may well be defined as the chief
tension-management device available to so pecu-
liar a political system. Historically, it has been the
chief means through which an underdeveloped
political system can be recurrently brought once
again into some balanced relationship with the
changing socioeconomic system, permitting a
restabilization of our politics and a redefinition of
the dominant Lockian political formula in terms
which gain overwhelming support from the cur-
rent generation. (Burnham, 1970: 181–2)

The concept is the most powerful analytic tool
in parties research and one that connects the
party, voting, social restructuring, and the con-
stitution of the state into a meaningful, com-
prehensible, and analytically applicable tool
for understanding party and social change
and adaptation with the attendant policy
consequences and shifts in representational
pressures.

There is a general acceptance of realign-
ments in the years specified up to 1932 (or the
period 1928–36) (Andersen, 1979). There is, as
noted, considerably more debate over realign-
ments, or their need or value, in the modern
era’s party system. A number of candidates
have been put forward in addition to the elec-
tion of 1968 (or the 1968–72 electoral period).
These include 1980–84 and 2000–04. To the
extent that there is a degree of consensus, it
focuses on the 1968 results.

In a well-documented and analytically
strong assessment, Arthur Paulson (2000)
makes the case. It is his (and others’) con-
tention that the 1960s witnessed ‘the most com-
pelling realignment in American history’
(Paulson, 2000, xxiv). His argument is that: the
realignment evolved from factional struggles
in both parties and was decided in favor of the
ideological wings of each; ideological politics
(along with the advantages of incumbency)
explains the increased prevalence of split-
ticket voting and frequent periods of divided
government; beginning in the 1970s with the
Nixon administration and carrying through
the Reagan and two Bush presidencies, and as
a consequence of the realignment, a new con-
servative agenda replaced that of the New
Deal and Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society; by
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the 1990s the top-down new alignment had
spread to each party’s relationship to its base.
The overall outcome was two ideologically
charged, highly polarized parties bounded
only by the necessities of the American elec-
toral system (Paulson, 2000: xxiv–xxvi).

As this analysis would indicate, critical elec-
tions (or electoral eras) are transformative peri-
ods in the life of the parties, ones that align the
parties with changing cleavage structures and
newly dominant political forces in the society.
The results have fundamentally important
consequences for the representative institu-
tions, direction for the government, and for the
policy agenda that prevails.

THE CRITICS OF
REALIGNMENT THEORY

Not everyone accepts those assumptions.
Some challenge the elections chosen to be
highlighted and the historical circumstances
surrounding them. Others reject the entire con-
ception of elections with realignment potential.

The critiques have been numerous. The most
thoroughly developed opposition to the
realignment conception has been put forward
by David R. Mayhew (2002). He acknowledges
that ‘the study of American electoral realign-
ments . . . has been one of the most creative,
engaging, and influential intellectual enter-
prises by American political scientists’. But he
goes on to ask: ‘How good is the realignment
genre as a guide to the last two centuries of
American electoral, party, and policy history?’
His assessment is: ‘not very good at all . . .
Worst yet, I believe . . . the genre has evolved
from a source of vibrant ideas into an impedi-
ment to understanding’ (Mayhew, 2002: 1, 5).

Mayhew ranks the realignment theorists in
terms of boldness and inclusiveness roughly
from Key at one end, with a narrowed concep-
tion and limited claims, through to Burnham
and his more ambitious explanatory agenda.
He then combs through the proponents for
15 propositions that can be tested, or at least
examined in detail, emphasizing a review of
historical data and events. After analyzing the
forces surrounding key elections and party and
policy transformations, Mayhew (2002: 165) is
clear in his conclusion: ‘The realignments way
of thinking adds little or no illumination, but it
does exact opportunity costs. Other lines of
investigation might be more promising’.

This points to one of the implicit negatives
of realignment theorizing emphasized by its

critics: it ties economic and social restructuring
to party and political representation. It harbors
a certain ideological perspective, or even bias,
toward the representative function of party in
political decision-making and the focus is on
class issues and mass-level voter concerns.
Nevertheless, it remains as the most useful and
forceful of explanatory models for making
sense of party transformations. Minimally, it
has proven a force for stimulating debates of
the periods in question, the nature of party
transformations, how these can be most effec-
tively analyzed, and, in the long run, what
their broader consequences entail. The chal-
lenge for its critics is to develop alternative
conceptual schemes with explanatory power
comparable to, or refinements and reapplica-
tions of, the realignment thesis.

THE EUROPEAN EXPERIENCE

The European system includes a wide variety
of electoral forms and a broader range of party
and policy alternatives (Lijphart, 1994; Katz
and Mair, 1994). Most Western European coun-
tries employ some form of proportional repre-
sentation, in which every vote has meaning.
In the United States, voters in non-competitive,
Republican- or Democratic-dominated areas
play little role in campaigns and have less
impact on policy agenda that those in the most
competitive areas. Losing voter coalitions in
districts won by the opposing party (even if
51% to 49%) are not represented in legislative
seat distributions under the single-member,
first-past-the-post electoral system (Duverger,
1954; Lijphart, 1994).

The electoral systems adopted have conse-
quences for party operations. In comparing the
parties in Europe and the United States,
Russell J. Dalton writes:

Parties are the primary institutions of representa-
tive democracy, especially in Europe . . . Parties
define the choices available to voters. Candidates in
most European nations are selected by the parties
and elected as party representatives, not as individ-
uals. Open primaries and independent legislators
(including the Germans) vote directly for party lists
rather than individual candidates. Political parties
also shape the content of election campaigns. Party
programs help define the issues that are discussed
during the campaign. . . . In many European nations,
the parties, not individual candidates, control
advertising during the campaign. Political parties
and party leaders thus exercise a primary role in
articulating the public’s concerns.
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And, in terms of enactment of policy programs
and campaign commitments:

Once in government, parties control the policymak-
ing process. Control of the executive branch and the
organization of the legislative branch are decided
on the basis of party majorities. The parties’ control
is often absolute, as in the parliamentary systems of
Europe, where representatives from the same party
vote as a bloc . . . American parties are less united
and less decisive, but even here parties actively
structure the legislative process. Because of the cen-
trality of political parties to the democratic process,
political scientists describe many European political
systems as a system of ‘responsible party govern-
ment’ (Dalton, 2002: 125–6).

These processes provide different levels of
access and magnify the influence of political
participation and party mobilization rewards
(at least in comparison with the United States).

In the words of Arend Lijphart (1994: 139),
‘the degree of electoral disproportionality or
proportionality [in skewing the outcome
relative to the voter cast in elections for a party
or candidate] responds very sensitively to the
rule of the electoral system’. There is a closer
and more direct alignment in European sys-
tems between the party vote and parliamen-
tary representation than in the United States.
The European party systems also perform
many key functions – representing public
opinion, offering policy alternatives, mobiliz-
ing an electorate, and having the discipline to
enact their party programs when in office –
more effectively than American parties.

There is, then, a contrast of significance with
political parties in America. Nonetheless,
trends found in the United States may be
endemic to democratic parties in advanced
industrial societies such as those found in
Western Europe. The European parties thus
experience, if less intensely, the same problems
as do the American parties. These include:

• declines in partisanship and party
identification;

• party dealignment;
• decreases in party mobilization;
• a changing electoral environment;
• a fall-off in the formal affiliation with party

organizations;
• a more limited organizational role in

campaigns;
• a greater emphasis on the candidate head-

ing the tickets;
• a greater personalization (and less institu-

tionalized approach) in party and electoral
politics;

• a more fragmented party constituency;
• a greater reliance on for-hire public rela-

tions strategists, campaign consultants, and
skilled media personnel in getting their
message across to voters; and

• a continuingly strong, yet less distinctive
(in comparison with previous times) party
presence in policy formation and imple-
mentation in government (Dalton and
Wattenberg, 2000).

This last point is particularly disturbing given
the primacy of the European parties in estab-
lishing policy objectives in campaigns and
acting on these once in office.

Richard S. Katz and Peter Mair (1995) have
argued that a new type of party may be emerg-
ing in European politics, the ‘cartel party’. In
this form of party system, parties and state
‘interpenetrate’ and ‘collude’. Kaare Strøm
(2002: 202) refers to this as ‘opportunistic insti-
tutional engineering’ (see also Gunther and
Diamond, 2003).

Distinctive programs and party appeals are
deemphasized, leaving electors and more gen-
erally the representative system with a blur-
ring of policy strands and less directly
accountable party operations. Miki L. Caul and
Mark M. Gray (2000: 236–7) write:

If voters are unable to ‘feel’ and ‘see’ much differ-
ence in the programmatic outputs and economic
performance of different party governments it
becomes more likely that they may no longer see
much relevance in going to the polls or even pay-
ing attention to politics. In systems where parties
look and act more alike the differentiation may
increasingly come down to the style and personal-
ity characteristics of party leaders and candidates
. . . The trivialization of party politics may ensue.
Although party command over policy and eco-
nomic outcomes may be constrained by global and
social forces beyond their control, it is unlikely
that the average voter has been aware of such
changes. The focus of public policy will remain on
parties – voters and the media expect them to have
an impact. However, if the patterns found in . . .
fifty years of data continue, parties will more than
likely persist with a limited capacity to affect
aggregate policy outcomes and are likely to con-
tinue to struggle to significantly differentiate
themselves on policy matters.

It may be that as European parties in a broad
outline move further toward the American
model the era of ‘responsible party government’
long associated with these party systems will be
increasingly compromised. If so, there are sig-
nificant impacts on democratic governance:
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When parties make fewer and fewer efforts to
mobilize citizens they worsen inequality of partic-
ipation. Parties that centralize and professionalize
their office in lieu of citizens active as party
members might contribute to the demobilization
of the public and the diminished understanding
and trust in the democratic process. Parties that
develop public funding sources in order to insu-
late themselves from the ebbs and flows of public
support will inevitably distance themselves from
those they represent. Running elections and gov-
erning by marketing principles may be successful
in the short term for parties, but this strategy may
well undermine the democratic process in the long
term. (Dalton and Watterberg, 2000: 284)

There are consequences, potentially profound,
for the changes in process. The ultimate impact
on the current party system and the more sig-
nificant consequences for the democratic order
look to be less appealing than the system
presently in operation.

ASSESSING CHANGE IN EUROPEAN
PARTY SYSTEMS

There are a number of ways to approach the
evaluation of political party systems. In this
section we discuss five such ways.

Party electoral analyses

This approach is broadly similar to those
employed in research in the United States.
These examine the electoral connection to the
vote, the continuing patterns of support for the
parties, and the dominating effect of identifi-
able factors such as policy issues, party loyal-
ties, and candidate appeal on the election
outcome. The conceptual and analytic approach
borrows heavily from comparable American
research (Campbell et al., 1960). A study by
David Butler and Donald E. Stokes, Political

Change in Britain (1971) represents an example
of what can be accomplished. The most influ-
ential contemporary analyst applying this
approach may well be Russell J. Dalton (as an
example, see Dalton, 2002) although others
have applied related perspectives.

Social cleavage analysis

This approach focuses on the divisions within
a society that give rise on the macro level to the
founding and evolution of competitive party
systems. The group and related issue concerns
that explain different individual party devel-
opments are given priority treatment. The
early work of S.M. Lipset and Stein Rokkan, as
illustrated in their collaborative work Party
Systems and Voter Alignments: Cross-National
Perspectives (1967), provided a foundation for
such analytic approaches. Conceiving of the
formation of party systems in broadly histori-
cal terms and from a national developmental
point of departure, Lipset and Rokkan identify
four decisive cleavages that resulted from crit-
ical junctures in a nation’s political develop-
ment and provided the orientation for its
particular party system (Table 43.2).

Organizational analysis

This perspective has been relied on to a greater
extent in assessments of Western European
parties, and has proven of greater explanatory
power, than in studies of American parties.
The reasons for the differences in application
are clear: the European parties are far better
structured and their organizations more
important in aligning voters, developing and
implementing policy programs, and providing
social and other benefits on a year-round basis.
A seminal contributor to this approach was
Duverger (1954), with his emphasis on elec-
toral forms and contrasting of organizational
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Table 43.2 Lipset and Rokkan’s four cleavages
Cleavage Critical Juncture Issues
Center–periphery Reformation–Counter-Reformation: National vs. supranational religion;

16th–17th Centuries national language vs. Latin
State–church National Revolution: 1789 and after Secular vs. religious control of mass education
Land–industry Industrial Revolution: 19th Century Tariff levels for agricultural products; control vs.

freedom for industrial enterprise
Owner–worker The Russian Revolution: 1917 and Integration into national polity vs. commitment

after to international revolutionary movement

Source: Lipset and Rokkan, 1967: 47.
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structures and their roles within national party
systems.

Many have used variations on the organiza-
tional conception before and since, among them
Michels (1959), Joseph La Palombara and Myron
Weiner (1966), M. Ostrogorski (1902), Giovanni
Sartori (1976), Hans Daadler and Peter Mair
(1983), Alan Ware (1987, 1988), Kenneth Janda
(1980), Peter Merkl (1980), and Kay Lawson and
Peter Merkl (1988).

The more recent evidence indicates that the
parties’ organizational role is shifting. David
M. Farrell and Paul Webb (2000: 123, 125) write:

Political parties have invested heavily in election
campaigning, making full use of new technolo-
gies, adapting their organizations and employing
specialist agencies and consultants. As a result, the
party of today and the way it operates in the con-
text of electioneering, is a significantly different
creature from what it was twenty years ago. . . .
[F]irst, parties have tended to become more cen-
tralized and professionalized; second, they have
become more cognizant of citizen opinion and
demands; and third, party and (especially) leader
image has come to assume a prominent thematic
role in campaigning. . . . [P]arties and their organi-
zations have shown many signs of change as they
have sought to adapt to the altered political, social,
and technological environments in which they
find themselves, and they undoubtedly will have
further adaptations to negotiate in the future. They
remain stubbornly persistent entities with impor-
tant roles to play at the heart of the contemporary
democratic process.

In all of this, including also, and most point-
edly, American parties, it is clear that party
members and voters more generally are having
an increased impact on organizational deci-
sion-making. However, in Europe, unlike the
United States, the cohesiveness of the party
operations and the role of the party leadership
in deliberations remain important. In assessing
the move towards what they refer to as ‘elec-
toralist party organization’, Scarrow et al. (2000:
149) conclude: 

[G]rass-roots party members (and even non-
member supporters sometimes) commonly play a
significant role in selecting legislative candidates
and in legitimizing election programmes, though
party elites generally retain vetoes over candidate
selection and enjoy considerable autonomy in
shaping party policy. . . . [P]arty members are gain-
ing significant rights to elect their leaders. Intra-
party decision-making has thus become more
inclusive, but not necessarily in a way that restricts

the strategic initiatives of leaders. . . . [T]here are
now many instances around the democratic world
where party leaders operate a coalition of power
in which grass-roots members are significant
junior partners.

Party organizations and their leadership remain
important, although they are adapting to a
changing social and political environment in
which the parties’ base is exercising greater
influence.

Realignment/dealignment theorizing

This conceptual approach has been less evi-
dent in research on European party change.
Dalton et al. (1984: 7–8) argued that the elec-
toral, and consequently party, map of European
(and American) democracies was being funda-
mentally challenged:

[T]he prevailing theme in comparative party
research was the persistence of democratic party
systems. In addition to Lipset and Rokkan’s trea-
tise on the freezing of cleavage alignments . . .
studies . . . concluded that the major question
facing researchers was to explain the observed sta-
bility in democratic systems. . . . [S]omething has
changed dramatically . . . [T]he parties are being
presented with new demands and new challenges.
Partisan change – rather than partisan stability – is
a common pattern in virtually all . . . nations.

Their argument exemplifies the radical shift in
analytic perspectives of party stability, from an
emphasis on explaining stability and a tradi-
tional continuity in approaches, policy appeals,
and electoral support to one forced to deal with
the dynamics inherent in change.

In a later work Dalton (2002) advances this
line of thought. He acknowledges that realign-
ments have marked past behavioral patterns
of change in European (and American) party
history. The changes evidenced in the contem-
porary party dynamics also fuel speculation as
to new realignments along different issue
lines, reactive to developing societal cleav-
ages. But he warns that the political cleavages
of what he refers to as ‘the New Politics’ (see
below) bear little relationship, and may well
be far more transitory, than those that sus-
tained former realignments and went on to
serve as the foundation for the party systems
that emerged:

The process of partisan realignment is normally
based on clearly defined and highly cohesive
social groups that can develop institutional ties to
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the parties and provide clear voting cues to their
members. A firm group base provides a frame-
work for parties to develop institutional ties to the
groups and for groups to socialize and mobilize
their members.

There are few social groupings comparable to
labor unions or churches that might establish the
basis of a New Politics realignment. . . . genera-
tional differences in support for New Politics
parties might indicate an emerging New Politics
cleavage, but age groups provide a very transitory
basis for mobilizing voters. Other potential group
bases of voting cues, such as education or alterna-
tive class categorizations, so far remain specula-
tive, without firm evidence of realigning effects.
(Dalton, 2002: 168–9)

Realignment theory remains a useful approach
to establishing criteria for party change and the
durability of the coalitions being reshaped. It
may not fully explain the more subtle shifts in
social and partisan cleavages taking place in
electorates, and may need either refinement or
a reconfiguration of analytic approaches. It has
been relevant in the understanding of previous
shifts in party behavior. In an age of ‘dealign-
ment’, its precise role as an explanatory tool
needs clarification.

Postmaterialism and
party change

Party systems in contemporary democracies
give every appearance of moving away (more
incrementally than radically) from the class
polarization and economic divisions that
formed their base to a new focus on lifestyle
issues (self-actualization, gender concerns,
social inequalities, consumerism, environmen-
tal safeguards, limitations on nuclear energy
and weapons, human rights priorities) that, as
Dalton (2002: 168) indicates, ‘may provide the
basis for a new partisan alignment’.

It is possible that these postmaterialist
values are becoming of greater importance in
patterns of party support and in the appeals
candidates and parties adopt in campaigns.
Ronald Inglehart (1977, 1990, 1997) has done
the most to develop this line of inquiry.
Postmodern political and value structures are
built on post-economic developments and
party bases:

Postmodern values would be difficult to sustain
without a thriving industrial and technological
infrastructure. Even in terms of postmodern

values, the rejection of modernity would be
unattractive if it meant going back to a life
expectancy of 35 years, coupled with the need for
sexual abstinence before marriage and for women
to spend their entire adult lives in childbearing
and childrearing. Postmodernity must necessarily
coexist with modernity. (Inglehart, 1997: 339)

The value structure projects an assault (in
varying degrees) on established and tradi-
tional institutions of authority and rising levels
of citizen participation, that might well signifi-
cantly redefine political, and party, agendas
and operations. The impact of such changes
has broad significance for democratic systems
built on a vital and competitive party system.
What is less clear is the rate of the transforma-
tion and its stability in creating durable parti-
san alignments and a degree of predictability
in explaining party behavior.

These are among the major variations in the
main forms of inquiry into European party sys-
tems. Each has its appeal. What stands out is
the general agreement on the party changes
under way, rather more so than on their long-
term significance and impact.

CONCLUSION

Parties and politics are in transition. This much
all agree on. How the escalation in the changes
under way will affect the parties and their rep-
resentative role in a society is speculative. One
argument is that party ‘decline’ or ‘decomposi-
tion’ or ‘fragmentation’ or ‘dealignment’,
whatever it may be called, evidences a serious
threat to the ability of parties to conduct their
business and erodes the crucial tie between the
parties and a democratic state. Others, while
accepting that change is in progress, see it
more as the natural process of party evolution
in response to social, economic, and, in the
more contemporary era, global forces. While
redirecting party energies, the assumption is
that it should not severely affect the functional
dependence of a democratic state on the party
system.

Richard Gunther and Larry Diamond, after
surveying party developments worldwide,
conclude:

Political parties are not what they used to be. . . .
they lack the depth of involvement and emotional
and ideological attachment that they commanded
a century, even two or three decades, ago. . . . there
is growing evidence that membership in political
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parties is declining, that parties’ ties with allied
secondary associations are loosening or breaking,
that their representation of specific social groups
is less consistent, and that public opinion toward
parties is waning in commitment and trust. Does
this mean . . . that parties as institutions are declin-
ing, that they are ceasing to play a crucial role in
modern democracies, and that their former func-
tions may be performed as well or better by other
kinds of organizations – social movements or
interest groups? . . . Are political parties in modern
democracies losing their importance, even their
relevance, as vehicles for the articulation and
aggregation of interests and the waging of elec-
tion campaigns? Or have we entered an era, more
keenly felt in the advanced democracies but
increasingly apparent in the less developed ones
as well, where technological and social change is
transforming the nature of the political party
without diminishing its importance for the health
and vigor of democracy? (Diamond and Gunther,
2001: 3)

It is their belief that a shift, while not linear in
development nor simultaneous in societies, is
taking place, but this is marked by the type of
parties that dominate in a democratic state.
The European party model may not be (and
does not appear to be) relevant for all parties.
What we may be experiencing is ‘the progres-
sive displacement of mass-based parties by
organizations that are structured in different
ways, pursuing different objectives, or pursu-
ing the same objectives through different
means’ (Diamond and Gunther, 2001: 4). Such
a continual evolution would retain the pri-
macy, and mass representative functions, of
parties in a democracy.

The parties in Europe and the United
States are adjusting to communications and
technological advancements, a less and less
party-dependent electorate, a globalized
world community with a macro focus, and
international pressures that parties histori-
cally have found difficult to deal with. The
social and technological changes under way
have not been kind to the party systems. The
basic concern is the degree to which they can
maintain their electoral integrity and con-
tinue as representative institutions that link
voter, government, and policy outputs in
a meaningful and accountable form. The
shape of the political universe is changing;
the hope is that as party systems adjust to
the needs of a democratic society, the func-
tional importance of the parties will not be
compromised.
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44
PARTIES IN THE MEDIA AGE

Holli A. Semetko 

The transformation of political parties over the
course of the 20th century has coincided with
the growth of the media in countries around
the world. The media provide an ever-changing
context in which political parties operate and
an array of opportunities for parties, candi-
dates, and elected politicians to connect with,
or disconnect from, citizens. The Internet also
provides unique opportunities for new (and
old) political personalities and social move-
ments to gain attention and garner support.
And rapid developments in telecommunica-
tions technology and their uses suggest that
cell phones and handheld devices are being
used by younger citizens in political ways,
unimaginable to older generations who rely
on the press and television for news and infor-
mation. The evolving media landscape
presents both opportunities and threats to
political parties, at a time when parties in gen-
eral can be said to suffer from a serious image
problem. 

THE IMAGE PROBLEM FOR
POLITICAL PARTIES

At a time when political parties appear to be
the least trusted of institutions, the media and
new communications technologies provide
an opportunity to enhance the image and rep-
utations of political parties. This opportunity
exists in part because media are among the
most highly trusted institutions in many coun-
tries around the world. One of the most strik-
ing comparisons that holds across the 25
member states of the European Union, as well
as Latin America, is that the proportion of

publics who express trust in media institutions
is considerably higher than those who express
trust in government or parliament. And politi-
cal parties even fall behind government and
parliament on the trust measures. 

Figure 44.1 shows the percentage of publics
in Europe who responded positively to the
question ‘I would like to ask you a question
about how much trust you have in certain
institutions. For each of the following institu-
tions, please tell me if you tend to trust it or tend
not to trust it?’ And Figure 44.1 displays the cor-
responding percentages of Latin Americans
who responded ‘a lot of confidence’ and ‘con-
fidence’ to the question ‘How much confidence
do you have in each of the following groups,
institutions or persons mentioned on the list?’.
The mean for confidence in political parties in
Latin America is 11% in 2003, down from 28%
in 1997, and the mean for Europe using the
forced choice trust or not trust form of the
question, compares at 20% in the EU-15 and
13% in the new EU-10 member states in 2003.
In Europe and Latin America, political parties
appear at the bottom of the trusted list, while
media such as radio, television and the press
appear at the top. 

The lack of trust or confidence in political
parties, coupled with the fact that in most
modern societies television and even the
printed press nowadays have become more
personalized and celebrity or personality-
driven, means a serious image problem for
political parties. As organizations or institutions,
political parties remain distant unless pre-
sented by a familiar or friendly face. The aver-
age party spokesperson probably would not be
a good choice to put forward as a communica-
tor unless s/he was already a known quantity
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or had some celebrity status. An important
finding from the 1970s and 1980s in the
USA was that local media are ‘softer’ on local
members of Congress and ‘harder’ on Congress
as an institution, a reference to the fact that
individual members of Congress tended to
receive favorable coverage in their own dis-
tricts while Congress itself tended to be
reported in more negative terms as a faceless
institution (Robinson, 1983). Political parties
are like Congress unless personalized by the
personalities, positions, and records of their
leaders and top candidates. And even the
softer (more docile) side of the local press has
changed as the appetite for scandals, personal-
ities, and conflict has become greater in all out-
lets over the past few decades (Tumber and
Waisbord, 2004).

As the Internet, local cable TV, and talk-radio
have expanded opportunities for individuals
interested in politics to tune in and get
involved, political parties have gained ground
by being able to utilize these channels, assum-
ing they can do so effectively (Esser et al., 
2001). They have also lost ground, however, in

no longer being able to control the campaign-
ing activities of their candidates who might
call in directly or place themselves on the
screen to further their own candidacies, at
times to the dismay of party strategists. This is
particularly relevant to and annoying for polit-
ical parties in multi-party parliamentary sys-
tems with electoral lists, whose candidates are
attributed importance by their numeric posi-
tion on the list; for most parties those positions
have been largely decided by the leader of the
party. Some of the most liberal of European
political parties have become Stalinist in their
attempts to control their candidates’ web-
pages, to ensure that each individual’s web-
page would be equally dull or that none would
be unusually interesting, aiming to guarantee
that the leader and the few at the top of the list
maintain the highest media profiles. But candi-
dates often exercise their own consciences, and
the Internet provides each with an opportunity
to host his or her own webpage and weblog
under different names to get around party
rules. And when political parties in list systems
attempt to introduce internal democracy in the
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selection of candidates, by opening up the
list-making process so that party members
may vote for party candidates and thus influ-
ence the numeric position of candidates on the
party’s electoral list, an internal party election
can quickly become externally driven by can-
didates vying for publicity in the national
news media and shaping their own publicity
with their own direct (e)mail and weblogs.1 In
general terms, then, in the context of political
parties and the media in multiparty list
systems, the new media provide opportunities
to enhance the authority of individuals and
candidates, and one consequence may be to
diminish the authority of the party or its lead-
ers (Newell, 2001).

Against this backdrop of opportunities for
and threats to political parties, in this chapter I
discuss the communications contexts in which
political parties operate, with examples from
different national and international contexts. I
argue that political parties, and for that matter
political scientists and political communica-
tions researchers, face three major challenges.
The first challenge is simply keeping up with
the changes in the media industry and the
ongoing developments in the national commu-
nications landscapes, and the implications of
these changes for making connections with
audiences and potential voters (see Entman,
1989). The second challenge, related to the first,
is how to measure the impacts of these changes
on political attitudes, political participation,
and election and referendum outcomes. And
the third challenge for political parties seeking
to influence the ways in which issues are
framed in the news and in public opinion is
external and stems from globalization and
transnational forms of communication. We
also need more in the way of theory to assess
the impact of the changing media environment
on the development of political parties. 

CHALLENGE NO. 1. THE MEDIA
INDUSTRY AND THE CHANGING
COMMUNICATIONS LANDSCAPE

The growth of the media industry over the past
century has not been identical across sectors.
The increasing numbers of radio and television
outlets over the past few decades, and the
growth in the numbers of magazines and spe-
cialist journals, for example, have not been
entirely characteristic of the newspaper indus-
try which has faced declining sales in many
countries. One reason for declining newspaper

sales is economic. The rise of local free sheets
financed by advertising has impacted tradi-
tional newspaper sales in many countries.
And in many societies in transition, the cost of
newsprint alone makes it difficult for tradi-
tional newspapers that rely on sales and adver-
tising for their operations. 

Competition from other media as sources for
information and entertainment is yet another
reason for declining newspaper sales. The
Radio Advertising Bureau in the US put it this
way: 

Declining ad revenue, decreasing circulation – it’s
a one-two punch that one would expect to knock
newspaper out. However, the position most news-
papers enjoy in their local markets won’t disap-
pear tomorrow. Many advertisers still swear by
this medium – even if it’s from sheer habit …
Americans spend 151 hours per year (2.9 hours per
week) reading the newspaper, 15 hours less than
in 1995 – and that number is projected to drop
another 7 hours per year by 2005. Moreover, only
slightly more than half of all newspaper readers
look at ‘Section I’ of their paper (the front page
section), and that’s far and away the most heavily
read part of the paper. Younger readers don’t
depend on the print media the way their grand-
parents did. Readers under age 35 are spending
less time than ever with their local paper. In most
markets, circulation is flat or declining, while
paper costs and other factors continue to drive pro-
duction costs up. (Media Facts, 2000, Newspapers,
www.rab.com)

And these declines continued in spite of the
many ways in which the content of news-
papers has changed in recent decades – we
have witnessed a greater emphasis on ‘soft’ as
opposed to ‘hard’ news, the costly addition of
colorful photos and graphics, and the increas-
ing emphasis on compelling visuals, as well
as the launch of entire sections devoted to
news about non-news subjects such as cooking
and lifestyles, travel and entertainment, and
reviews of consumer products and technology.
Stories emphasize the more sensational ele-
ments that attract and hold readers’ attention,
and in the coverage of politics this often means
more attention to conflict than to a facts-based
explanation of the issues. 

The party press has declined as political par-
ties are rarely owners of newspapers nowa-
days (Seymour-Ure, 1974, and 1991), but the
influence and political sympathies of propri-
etors continues to be potentially great (Evans,
1983). And despite the generally ‘softer’ con-
tents, newspaper reporting can be laden with
judgments (often negative in tone) in election
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campaigns and this can and does influence
voters some of the time (Curtice and Semetko,
1994; Dalton et al., 1998). 

Television network news in the US has
watched its audience decline over the past
decade, losing viewers to competing cable
news programs as well as entertainment pro-
gramming. The consequence for national polit-
ical parties is that any ‘free’ coverage they
might have received on national news pro-
grams reaches a smaller audience. For parties
at the local level the opportunity to reach
potential supporters through coverage on local
television news still exists, but the content of
local news is very dependent on the local
market. Local television news is ‘soft’ in avoid-
ing policy issues other than specific ones of
immediate importance to the local community,
and contents appear to be focused on crimes,
accidents, and the weather (Graber, 2000;
McLeod et al., 1999). 

That said, ‘soft’ news and entertainment talk
show programs, such as Oprah Winfrey, are
apparently a real opportunity for audiences to
learn something about political issues and
form opinions on such topics as foreign affairs
(Baum, 2002, 2003). For political parties, this
requires having the ability to deliver a message
in the form of a personality or celebrity who is
important enough to influence the producer’s
calendar. It means a different type of strategy, a
kind of two-step flow model, in which the
celebrities who are likely to be hosted on such
programs are also the ones the party has
befriended and primed to discuss issues on air
in a way that fits with the party’s perspective
on the issue.

The characteristics of the US media market
are more apparent now than ever before in
many countries around the world: declining
trends in newspaper readership, many new
broadcasting channels, and audiences charac-
terized by greater fragmentation. What does
this mean for political parties outside the USA,
where multi-party parliamentary systems are
the norm? In the long-established democracies,
in many countries in Western Europe for exam-
ple, the opportunities and challenges for estab-
lished parties are similar to those described
above for the main parties in the USA (Mair,
2004), with the advantage in Europe that levels
of political knowledge and political identifica-
tion appear to be higher than in the USA. That
said, in Italy, that Silvio Berlusconi’s social and
economic position as a major media industrial-
ist put him on an ideal path to electoral office
is seen by many as evidence of the (too) close
relations between media, campaigning, and

governance (Mazzoleni, 1995), and Berlusconi’s
parallel influence over public and commercial
broadcasting in Italy has led many to think
about the varied forms of media systems and
the meaning of ‘free press’ in contemporary
democracy (Hallin and Mancini, 2004). 

In the ten most recent additions to the EU,
most of which were part of the Soviet system
until the late 1980s, there is even less trust in
political parties. Parties face the more difficult
task of gaining recognition and earning trust
among electorates with very low levels of party
identification, though there is some evidence
that party systems in the from of voter loyalty
are beginning to take shape (Miller
et al., 2000). In neighboring countries such as
Russia and the Ukraine, political parties in par-
liament appear to be losers if they are not
among the handful of ‘parties of power’ blessed
by the support of the president (Semetko and
Krasnoboka, 2003; Oates, 2003; Oates and
Roselle, 2000). New parties outside parliament
and dissident journalists and activists have had
some success at influencing public opinion by
contesting the framing of issues in the main-
stream media by putting alternative perspec-
tives on the Internet; these challenges to the
state may diminish, however, as those in power
clamp down on regulating the Internet. 

While most parents of teenagers have
observed the importance of SMS text messages
sent by cell phone to their children, this rela-
tively new phenomenon has more recently
been described as able to influence political
opinions and behaviors as well. While there is
a growing literature on the role of the media
and Internet in the development of new social
movements and challenges to the state, mobile
phones and hand-held computers are also pre-
senting opportunities for groups to organize
in more spontaneous ways that may, or may
not, coincide with the interests of (some or
none of the) established political parties
(Castells, 2003, 2004). This presents an obvious
challenge to social researchers – how do we
measure the political contents and uses of cell
phones?

CHALLENGE NO: 2. ASSESSING
IMPACTS ON ATTITUDES, POLITICAL

PARTICIPATION, AND ELECTIONS
AND REFERENDUMS

Many studies drawing on data collected in the
United States find negative effects of the media
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on political attitudes. In the mid-1970s and early
1980s, the news media, and television news in
particular, were linked with growing political
malaise, not least because of the emphasis on
negative news such as political corruption
(Robinson, 1983). The US experience with cable
in the 1980s has shown that more (outlets) can
actually mean less (exposure) in terms of the
numbers of citizens who actually tune into
political news (Entman, 1989). Research on US
presidential election campaigns over three
decades identified trends that are no more
heartening: campaign news has become more
negative, more interpretative rather than
descriptive, and more game-oriented than
policy-oriented since 1960 (Patterson, 1980,
1993, 2000). In one analysis the 2000 presidential
election campaign coverage was summed up as
‘a plague on both parties’ (Lichter, 2001). US
television news is blamed for the ever shrinking
soundbite (Hallin, 1997), for providing
‘episodic’ reporting on political issues without
making sense of them in a larger thematic his-
torical context (Iyengar, 1994), for reporting
complex political issues in simple and strategic
terms (Capella and Jamieson, 1997), and, ulti-
mately, for the decline of civic engagement and
social capital (Putnam, 1995, 2000). 

Other studies, however, have focused on the
positive correlation between media use and
various measures of civic engagement and
political cognition. Increases in political inter-
est, discussion, and ideological sophistication
over the past few decades in a number of coun-
tries have been linked to the rise of the media
and the educative role of television in particu-
lar (Dalton, 1996; Inglehart, 1990). Television
news viewing in the USA and UK, and a
number of other countries, has been associated
with higher levels of political knowledge, par-
ticipation, and personal efficacy (Brehm and
Rahn, 1997; Norris et al., 1996; Norris, 2000).
The 1997 British election study, for example,
revealed a positive association between atten-
tion to news and higher levels of political
knowledge and civic engagement, and an
experiment designed to test the effects of tele-
vision news in the general election campaign
found that exposure to positive news about a
party had stronger effects on vote choice than
exposure to negative news (Norris et al., 1999).

Research examining the effects of the news
media on political attitudes has, in sum, put
forth broadly conflicting explanations. From
one perspective, media use diminishes involve-
ment and contributes to political cynicism and
declining turnout; from another, media use
contributes to political involvement, trust,

efficacy, and mobilization. Aarts and Semetko
(2003) address these explanations with detailed
measures of media use drawing on data from
the 1998 Dutch National Election Study
(DNES). The Dutch case is representative of
what can be found in many countries outside
the USA: a multiparty parliamentary system, a
national press, and what was once a public
service broadcasting system and is now a fully
competitive system. The 1998 DNES is unusu-
ally rich because of the many questions
regarding the specific news and entertainment
programs citizens use regularly, which provide
a more realistic and comprehensive picture of
media use in comparison with the standard set
of exposure measures used in most national
election studies. The authors concluded: 

Our study establishes that although media use can
be clearly linked to some aspects of political
involvement, the relationship is more complex
than is often assumed in the literature. To take the
example of television, watching public television
news regularly has a positive influence on a
number of political involvement measures includ-
ing knowledge, internal efficacy, and turning out to
vote, whereas regularly watching commercial tele-
vision news has a negative impact on these aspects
of political involvement. This pattern supports a
dual effects hypothesis. All of these relationships
remain significant when controlled for political
interest, age, level of education, and other types of
media exposure. We also address a problem that is
central to media effects research, the problem of
endogeneity. Lacking panel data, we use two-stage
least squares to address these concerns. We believe
this is appropriate and that it strengthens our con-
clusions because it largely rules out self-selection.
(Aarts and Semetko, 2003: 775–6)

The study finds a lack of relationship between
the respondents’ media use and trust in insti-
tutions, in contrast to previous research. Norris
(2000: 243, 289), for example, argues on the
basis of 1996 Eurobarometer data and 1998
American National Election Study data that
media use is a consistently significant predic-
tor of ‘positive institutional confidence’. And
in another study, Moy and Pfau (2000) found
that media use, as measured by exposure to US
network news, has a negative effect on trust in
US government institutions.

The study concludes with broader implica-
tions for developments in the new larger Europe
that encompasses 25 countries and more than
450 million people:

Our analysis of media use and its effects on political
involvement gives us the opportunity to reflect
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upon what may be the beginning of a more serious
development in Dutch democracy, one that may also
threaten other European countries that have experi-
enced increasing competition in their broadcasting
systems in recent years. We refer to a democracy
divided between the involved and the uninvolved
because of media choices. Viewing behavior sepa-
rates the more knowledgeable, the efficacious, and
the politically involved from those who are not,
revealing what might be described as a ‘virtuous cir-
cle’ for some and a ‘spiral of cynicism’ for others.
Our findings suggest that the virtuous circle
described by Norris (2000) may only exist in a
European context for those who rely largely on
public television for their news, and this number has
diminished as competition for audiences increases.
At the same time, commercial news viewing in the
Netherlands and probably in a number of other
European countries, if not ultimately contributing to
what Capella and Jamieson (1997) have dubbed a
spiral of cynicism, then at least is contributing to
diminishing political involvement. 

The relatively recent competitive developments
in the broadcasting systems of western Europe are
for the most part anchored in more than four
decades of press freedom and free elections with
established party systems and comparatively
strong political parties. In eastern Europe and the
former Soviet Union, however, similar competitive
developments in the broadcasting systems occur
when citizens have little experience with free elec-
tions, the political parties are very weak, and party
systems are in their infancy. In Russia and the
former Soviet republics, since most people can
hardly afford a daily newspaper, television is
arguably an even more important source of infor-
mation and entertainment than in the West. In these
societies in transition, as well as in Latin America,
research suggests there is a positive relationship
between media use and satisfaction with democracy,
trust in institutions, and other measures of political
attitudes. But given the limited range of questions
about media use in the surveys that establish this
correlation, such a general conclusion may mask
a more complex set of relationships. (Aarts and
Semetko, 2003: 777–8)

The role of television in politics in these coun-
tries today is under conditions quite apart from
those under which research on this subject first
began (Swanson and Mancini, 1996). Contrast,
for example, the study by Jay Blumler and
Denis McQuail (1968) on Britain with the work
of Ellen Mickiewicz (1999) on Russia.

Political advertising 

How have parties responded to the added com-
plexity of the field of competition in election

campaigns given the more fragmented media
market? In the USA, money has been funneled
into the most profitable (as measured by
number of vote switchers or new voters) media
markets in election campaigns. We know that
money is specifically targeted to battleground
states in presidential elections, and within
these states to specific segments of the poten-
tial voting public. Where one lives in large part
determines the type of presidential election
campaign one experiences. We know more
about this in the USA than in other countries
because of the new technology available to
capture the contents and measure the reach of
political advertising in major metropolitan
markets in the 2000 election (Goldstein and
Freedman, 2002). Several lessons for those who
seek to measure the impact of political adver-
tising are put forward by a study of close to
1 million televised political ads aired during
the 2000 election. The authors argued:

First, we illustrate the importance of looking at
spots actually broadcast rather than examining the
individual ads produced, in order to gain an accu-
rate picture of the campaign environment. Second,
we show that for an accurate portrayal of a
campaign – particularly of candidates’ relative
advantages in a given race – it is necessary to look
at ads broadcast not just by the campaigns them-
selves but by parties and interest groups as well.
Third, we demonstrate the importance of paying
attention to advertising in races below the presi-
dential level. Looking at races for House and
Senate seats can provide a different – sometimes a
dramatically different – picture of the kinds of per-
suasive messages citizens have been exposed to.
Fourth, the targeting data allow us to examine the
relationship between competitiveness and cam-
paign tone. We show that more competitive Senate
and House races are characterized by substantially
higher levels of negativity … (Goldstein and
Freedman, 2002: 6)

The ability to capture the contents of the ads
broadcast in competitive markets takes us to
the next level in media effects research. Until
now, the studies that have been based on
experimental data or aggregate-level data pro-
vide mixed findings on important issues such
as the effect of negative advertising and nega-
tive campaigning on voter turnout (Ansolabere
et al., 1999; Wattenberg and Brians, 1999; Kahn
and Kenny, 1999).

Outside the USA political parties are not
as free to utilize their financial resources to
target potential voters with emotionally com-
pelling images on television. Put differently,
outside of the USA political parties are on a
more equal footing when presenting themselves
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in broadcast political advertising because of
democratic rules and traditions that make pos-
sible the allocation of free time and put restric-
tions on the purchase of time, so that a range of
competing political voices can be heard at elec-
tion time (see, for example, Semetko, 1996,
2003; Scammell and Semetko, 1995; Kaid,
1999a, 1999b, 2004; Kaid and Dimitrova, 2004;
Kaid and Holtz-Baeha, 1995; Kaid and Johnson,
2001). 

Because of these rules and traditions, politi-
cal parties in Britain, for example, recognize
that their party election broadcasts (PEBs)
aired during election campaigns, and party
political broadcasts (PPBs) aired outside of
election campaigns during routine periods,
actually have a more limited reach than in pre-
vious decades when the small number of TV
channels aired the 5- to 10-minute PEBs simul-
taneously so viewers had nowhere to turn to
escape them, unless they turned away entirely
from the screen. Nowadays, with a great many
more channels available, and with PEBs no
longer required to be even 2 minutes long, par-
ties may have a greater opportunity to craft
compelling ads of 10–30 seconds, but they
cannot control when they are aired. Germany
has permitted parties to purchase air time
on commercial channels in recent elections, as
have a number of European countries. During
the 2004 European parliamentary elections,
restrictions on length and format of free-time
ads were reduced, allowing for shorter and
more spot ads. 

In many countries with the free-time tradi-
tion, parties may benefit from two to ten spots
per party in a campaign (Plasser, 2002, 2001). In
the USA in 2000, by contrast, presidential can-
didates spent approximately $240 million for
more than 100 spot ads (Devlin, 2001). Costs
are much lower elsewhere, though they have
been rising. To take just one example, in Britain
between 1983 and 1997 Labour’s general elec-
tion campaign expenditure went up from £2.2
to £26.0 million and the Conservatives’ jumped
from £3.6 to £28.3 million, and this was for the
entire campaign operation, not only advertising
(Norris et al., 1999: 39).

Preliminary findings from a cross-national
comparative analysis of key characteristics of
political advertisements in general elections in
19 countries, including the USA, Korea, and
several Western European countries, as well as
Bulgaria, Romania, and Poland, reveal that the
US emphasis on negative advertising is the
exception as the vast majority of ads elsewhere
were positive (Kaid and Dimitrova, 2004). This
may be largely due to the fact that in multi-
party systems, parties need to form coalitions

after the campaign, so it does not pay to focus
on negatives when a party might have to work
closely with another party in government or
opposition just after the election. 

Referendums, parties and
the media

Citizen initiatives and referendums have
become an important means of enacting or
preventing legislation in countries around the
world. These represent challenges to the author-
ity of elected representatives in the long run,
and in the short run they can make campaign-
ing an even more complicated affair for politi-
cal parties. Although the ‘yes’ or ‘no’ nature
of the proposition appears to be rather simple,
referendum issues are often complex and
multi-faceted. Party campaigning and political
rhetoric are more difficult than in a routine elec-
tion campaign, because citizens are not voting
for a party or candidate but for one or another
position on an issue. Referendum issues may
split parties in two, as has been the case in
Britain on both the question of membership
of the European Economic Community and
joining the euro. Referendum campaigns may
also result in a transformation of the party
system, with parties on the extreme ends of
the left–right continuum finding themselves on
the same side of the referendum fence; in other
words, parties that normally oppose one
another in general elections may suddenly be
on the same side of the issue, as in the 1994
Nordic referendums on EU membership (Jenssen
et al., 1998). Referendums are also opportunities
for new parties or movements to come into
existence specifically to take a stand on the
issue, as was the case in Denmark’s referendum
on the euro in 2000 (DeVreese and Semetko,
2002a, 2002b, 2004a, 2004b). Cues to voters in
referendums are therefore often more ambigu-
ous than in a routine election campaign, and
parties are more likely to never have control
over their message as in an election (Neijens
et al., 1998). 

Referendums put parties in a difficult posi-
tion because parties are usually unaccustomed
to cooperating amongst themselves on cam-
paign strategies, and this can be especially
problematic when the other parties are those of
a distinctly different political persuasion. The
ways in which the political parties on one side
of the issue choose to discuss or frame the
various aspects of the topic can be crucial to
the success of getting their agenda across in the
news and, eventually, to their camp’s success
or failure in the referendum itself (DeVreese
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and Semetko, 2004b). But a party’s attempts to
control the framing of the issue in a referen-
dum are open to being foiled by the interest of
the news media in the statements by a political
personality or the latest developments in a
conflict. Unlike a routine election, in a referen-
dum campaign conflict is more likely to be
within camps than between camps. With no
candidates or parties on the ballot, citizens
must decide among alternatives that may be
unfamiliar. A number of volumes dedicated to
the study of referendums (see Farrell and
Schmitt-Beck, 2002; Hug, 2003; Mendehlson
and Parkin, 2001; and LeDuc, 2003) only men-
tion the media in rather descriptive and
peripheral terms. 

Keeping in mind the need to know more
about how political parties and candidates cam-
paign and how journalists report on referen-
dums, and the consequences of this for public
opinion and the vote, DeVreese and Semetko
(2004a) investigate campaign effects in a
European referendum, drawing on panel survey
data, media content data, focus groups, and
interviews with journalists and campaign man-
agers; the authors show how media and politi-
cal elites sought to frame the referendum issue
in the news and how the public came to under-
stand the issue. They find that news about the
referendum not only influenced public per-
ceptions of the campaign, the referendum issue
and the party leaders in a close race, but also
shaped the voting decision and the political
future of the incumbent governing party in the
country. The media present an increasingly
important challenge to the authority of elected
political parties simply by using the ‘media
logic’ or journalistic norms so common to con-
ventional political reporting in the coverage of
referendum campaigns (Mazzoleni, 1995).

The Internet

Doris Graber (2001) shows that because of
the way in which the brain processes informa-
tion, visual media such as television and the
Internet are and can be even more important in
the future for political learning. Despite the fact
that the Internet can strengthen existing divi-
sions in society and create even bigger gaps
between those with and without access (Davis,
1999; Margolis and Resnick, 1997; Norris, 2001),
the Internet offers an array of opportunities for
citizens to learn and become involved
(Margolis and Resnick, 1999; Bimber, 1999).

There is a common profile to the demo-
graphic characteristics of users in a number of
established democracies. Internet users tend to

be better educated and better off financially
than non-users (Norris, 2001). The problem is
that citizens still make comparatively little use
of the Internet for political information in elec-
tion campaigns in societies in which it is most
widely available: only 2 percent with Internet
access in the 2001 UK election and 7 percent in
the 2000 US election claim to have visited party
websites during the 2001 and 2000 elections,
respectively (Coleman, 1998; Stromer-Galley,
et al., 2001). Research comparing the character-
istics of parties campaigning on the web in the
2001 UK and 2000 US elections concluded that
the parties themselves are slow to offer innov-
ative approaches to interacting online with
supporters and potential new voters (Gibson
and Ward, 2003; Gibson and Rommele, 2001).
Howard Dean’s 2004 presidential campaign
initially fueled the perception that the Internet
could drive grassroots support and dramati-
cally improve fundraising capabilities during
the primary season, but this phenomenon
petered out in a matter of months and led to
one of the earliest conclusions to a primary
season. There will undoubtedly be numerous
studies on the Internet’s role in the 2004 US
election campaign, and the findings are far
from predictable. 

Research on the political role of the Internet
has been limited to societies in which there has
already been rapid growth in its use among the
general public. Two views exist on the impact
of the Internet on the political structures: one
view is that it reinforces the current political
structure by giving visibility to the most power-
ful parties (Margolis and Resnick, 1997, 1999),
and another is that the Internet gives more vis-
ibility to smaller or new parties thus challeng-
ing the current political order (Gibson and
Ward, 1998; see also Gibson and Ward, 2003).

Research conducted at election time in the
USA and the UK has shown that the websites
of traditional news organizations are a more
popular destination for Internet users than
party or candidate websites (Research Center
for the People and the Press, 2000). And
although some traditional news media outlets
in these two countries are perceived to be polit-
ically biased by some citizens, it is generally
accepted that the news media operate inde-
pendently of state control or government pres-
sure. In this respect, then, the information to be
obtained from traditional news media websites
in established democracies may be perceived
to be more objective or credible than the infor-
mation on party or candidate websites. 

In societies in transition, however, traditional
news media are often under pressure from the
government of the day to toe the party line,
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so to speak. The Assembly of the Council of
Europe documented the many ways that states
or governments pressure and threaten news
organizations and journalists in many societies
in transition. In these countries, therefore,
traditional news media may not readily be
perceived as any more independent or objec-
tive as a source of political information than
partisan information sources. A comparison of
Russia and Ukraine, two countries with simi-
larly low levels of Internet use in households,
provides an interesting contrast to previous
research conducted in established democracies.

Geographically the largest countries in
Europe, Russia, with 147 million people, and
the Ukraine, with 50 million, also rank high in
terms of national populations. Both countries
are members of the Assembly of the Council of
Europe and have therefore adopted legislation
on the freedom of the press and media, but in
practice and often during election campaigns
news has heavily favored the incumbent and the
parties in power (Brants and Krasnoboka, 2001;
Fossato and Kachkaeva, 2000; McFaul et al., 2000;
Mickiewicz, 1999; Oates and Roselle, 2000). In
the January 2001 meetings of the Assembly of
the Council of Europe, both countries were
severely criticized for inhibiting freedom of
expression via censorship, legal pressures and
physical aggression against journalists. Ukraine
in particular was singled out for human rights
abuses. One study comparing party and news
websites in the two countries concludes: 

Our research shows very clearly that assumptions
based on the political role of the Internet in estab-
lished democracies do not always hold for societies
in transition, where even the term ‘political party’
has a different connotation. At the same time, how-
ever, some of our results are similar to those found
in developed democracies … Our study also shows
that ‘new’ political parties in these two countries
sometimes have an even greater prominence online
and better quality websites than ‘old’ parties. New
parties in Russia and Ukraine, defined as those
created after the previous parliamentary elections,
are better equipped to compete with ‘old’ parties
because of the Internet … It is also worth noting that
in many cases when both a party and the party
leader have websites, the personal websites of the
leaders are much more popular than the political
party websites. This illustrates that the Web may
also help to personalize politics in a way reminiscent
of what Mickiewicz (1999) says of television in
Russia. Parties are often created around leaders,
rather than the other way around, and people tend
to vote for leaders rather than for parties. Based on
the numbers of visits to online sites, the Internet
reinforces this trend. The new type of ‘authoritarian

democracy’ and the dominance of the ruling elite
on the political scene and in traditional media
pushes many parties in Ukraine and Russia to use
the only free, cheap and accessible medium, namely
the Internet, for their communication with citizens.
For those who are opposed to or critical of govern-
ing authorities, it is under these most threatening
of circumstances that the Internet provides an
opportunity for communication and for obtaining
information that would not otherwise be found in
traditional media outlets … Online-only media …
appear to have more credibility as a source of infor-
mation for Internet users in these societies in tran-
sition than offline media online. This is in contrast
to established democracies, such as the USA or the
UK, for example, where hits on websites of online
versions of offline media are far more common
than hits on online-only media. This difference is a
reflection of the political constraints under which
journalists in these societies are working. Whereas
journalists in established democracies have consid-
erable freedom to criticize the government of the
day, in Russia and Ukraine and many societies in
transition, this kind of behavior can result in a vari-
ety of forms of pressure being brought to bear on
the individual journalist and/or news organiza-
tion. (Semetko and Krasnoboka, 2003)

Both Russia and Ukraine have, since this study
was conducted in 2001–2, attempted to further
regulate and control the Internet because of its
presumed anti-government biases, whereas
many journalists and those in opposition in
those countries believed it to be a source of
uncensored and objective information. 

CHALLENGE NO. 3. GLOBALIZATION
AND TRANSNATIONAL FORMS OF
COMMUNICATION: DEVELOPING
THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON

POLITICAL PARTIES AND THE MEDIA 

For national political parties, the field of compe-
tition for influencing perceptions has widened
as transnational news media may encourage
citizens to challenge the interpretations of
national political parties on issues that are global
or have international relevance. Take, for exam-
ple, the debate on the veil in France in early
2004, when some French politicians in Jacques
Chirac’s party (UNP/RPR) called for Al-Jazeera
to be banned in France because of the channel’s
alleged ability to harm French national interests
(Cherribi, 2005). Transnational media such as
Al-Jazeera provide opportunities for those inter-
ested to follow news from a different region of
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the world. For many political parties in many
countries, this translates into less opportunity to
influence citizens via the mainstream national
news outlets, and more opportunity for audi-
ences of foreign media to consider alternative
viewpoints and agendas. And as local or
national issues become part of a larger global
exchange of views via the media, individual
prime ministers and presidents become the
focus of international media attention with less
room for party debate. 

Bilingual second- and third-generation
citizens may also turn to foreign news outlets
to follow news in their parents’ and grandpar-
ents’ homeland and to get another perspective
on world events from what is offered in their
national news media. And increasingly in the
USA, Spanish-language news media are speak-
ing to growing populations of Spanish speak-
ing Americans. 

All of these developments point up the need
to further develop theory for understanding
party competition and party systems in an era
of electoral dealignment (Mair et al., 2004), in
this increasingly complex field of local, national,
and international communications systems.
Anthony Giddens (2003) and Manuel Castells
(2004) offer contemporary social theory per-
spectives on the communications field. There
is also a well-developed literature on party
systems and electoral competition (Lijphart,
1995; Kitschelt et al., 1999). And research on
protest voting and populism (Mazzoleni et al.,
2003) or ‘telepopulism’ (Peri, 2004) also con-
tributes to our thinking about the challenges
political parties face in today’s complex media
environment. Political communications research
also provides evidence on the processes by
which political parties and candidates aim to
shape the media and hence the public agenda,
and use the media to get their messages across,
particularly during election campaigns
(Semetko et al., 1991; Scammell, 1995; de Vreese
and Semetko, 2004a and b). 

CONCLUSIONS

There is no doubt that the explosion of outlets
around the world made possible through
the liberalization of the airwaves since the
1970s, the development of cable and satellite
technologies in the 1980s, and the growth of the
Internet and wireless telephony since the 1990s,
has made life more complicated for political
parties in established democracies. Political
parties also find themselves facing a more
complex and changing citizenry, one that is

increasingly demographically diverse in terms
of ethnicity, language, interests, and income
and education levels. These multicultural
populations make voting behavior less pre-
dictable. In election campaigns, political parties
rely more heavily on consultants and market
research to customize messages for tailored and
targeted audiences (Plasser, 2002), though not all
parties have made the leap to professional cam-
paigning (Gibson and Römmele, 2001). 

NOTE

1. In the Netherlands, for example, in the run-up
to  the June 2004 European Parliament election,
one liberal (VVD) party candidate moved from
number 19 to number 10 on the party’s list after
running a successful ‘internal’ campaign for the
votes of party members to finalize the numeric
order of the party list, a campaign that involved
direct (e)mail, weblogs, and coverage in the
national news media.
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What difference does increasing use of the
Internet make to party politics? Trends in party
development discussed in this volume have
already pointed to the end of the era of the
‘mass’ party characterized by widespread and
formal membership, and the rise of ‘cartel’,
‘electoral-professional’, ‘post-materialist’ or
‘new politics’ parties. This chapter points to
the emergence of another ‘ideal type’ of politi-
cal party – the ‘cyber’ party. The development
of the cyber party is fuelled by increasing use
of information and communication technolo-
gies (ICTs) by both citizens and organizations
and the increasing potential of the Internet as
the ideal forum for political activity.

Other chapters have discussed changing
patterns of political participation which put
pressure on parties to change, particularly
declining membership, fluctuating party alle-
giance and the rise of single-issue political
activity. This chapter first explores the pressure
on political parties to develop an Internet pres-
ence in response to widespread use of the
Internet. It then puts forward the development
of the ´cyber party´ as a potential organiza-
tional response, through Internet-mediated
party competition, relationships with members,
supporters and voters and internal organiza-
tion. Finally, the chapter considers some of
the consequences of the emergence of the cyber
party – both in terms of threats that cyber
parties might pose to a democracy and the
dangers for parties which do not innovate.
Widespread societal use of the Internet is a
recent phenomenon, levels of penetration even
in some developed countries (particularly
Southern Europe) are still low and evidence
suggests that ‘the strongest and most signifi-
cant indicator of the presence of all parties

online is technological diffusion, measured by
the proportion of the population online’
(Norris, 2001b: 9). Therefore this chapter is nec-
essarily speculative, drawing on evidence
where available but also extrapolating from
current trends in political activity to give a
potential – but by no means inevitable – view.

INTERNET-MEDIATED POLITICAL
PARTICIPATION

Use of the Internet throughout society has
risen rapidly across the world since the mid-
1990s. Estimates of Internet penetration vary
considerably across even developed countries
and across methodologies of calculation. In
2002, the relatively cautious International
Telecommunications Union comparative rank-
ing suggested that 55 per cent (ITU, 2003) of US
citizens used the Internet, 51 per cent of
Canadians and 48 per cent of Australians.
Across Europe, figures vary considerably but
are in general higher in northern Europe (42
per cent in the UK, 41 per cent in Germany, 51
per cent in the Netherlands, 57 per cent in
Sweden, although only 31 per cent in France)
and lower in the South (35 per cent in Italy and
16 per cent in Spain). Other rankings show
higher figures, putting the US between 67 per
cent (Accenture, 2003) and 75 per cent (Nielsen
NetRatings, 2004). Percentages of Internet pen-
etration are radically higher for some groups;
for example, in the UK around 40 per cent for
18–25-year-olds even by 1999. The Internet is
still a rare privilege in the least developed
countries, where just two in every thousand
members of the population have Internet
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access (ITU, 2003). But figures in most countries
are rising quickly, for example by 40 per cent a
year in Russia according to some estimates
(Moscow Times, 16 March 2004). Web surfers
are estimated to be more politically active than
the general population; for example, 86 per
cent of Internet users are registered voters in
the USA, compared with 70 per cent of the
general population (Nielsen NetRatings,
20 March 2004).

The Internet has rapidly proved itself an
ideal forum for political activity, and since the
1990s, interest group activity has rapidly
shifted to web-based venues. Demonstrations
such as the June 1999 and April 2000 Reclaim
the Streets marches in London and anti-war
demonstrations across the world in 2003 were
largely organized on the Internet. The Internet
is also facilitating new forms of political par-
ticipation and protest, fuelled by what Tim
Jordan (1999, 2000) has labelled ‘hacktivisim’ –
a technology-driven form of mobilization,
which allows assorted ideologies to find a
common place. For example, in November
1999, the organization Euro-Hippies jammed
the World Trade Organization’s web server
with repeated e-mail questions in a virtual
joining of protests. A representative claimed
that the environmental movement had been
revolutionized by the Internet, as 450,000
activists from different countries who had
never met protested together in virtual fora
over five days. More traditional forms of polit-
ical participation are also turning to the
Internet. In 2000 the general secretary of the
Trades Union Congress launched a new elec-
tronic database for trade unionists, stating that
‘the future of organised labour lies with the
Internet’ (Guardian, 10 February 2000). The
union database will include a bulletin board
detailing disputes across the world, a data-
bank on the 50 per cent of workplaces in
Britain with no union representation and the
dissemination of information on the use of
cyber-picketing.

As usage of the Internet rises across society
there is growing pressure on organizations of
all kinds to respond. Nodality, denoting the
property of being in the middle of information
or social networks (Hood, 1983), is a key tool
of organizations, which the Internet offers
great potential to increase. Government agen-
cies are in a unique position both to demand
information from citizens and to dispense
information to them, which is why
Christopher Hood defines nodality as one of
the four ‘tools’ of government policy. But
other organizations too strive to increase their

nodality, particularly political parties which
must compete with a wide range of other
organizations for citizens’ attention and
leisure time. The Internet and web-based tech-
nologies offer great potential for organizations
to increase their nodality (Margetts, 1998,
1999). The Hutton inquiry in the UK, the
investigation into the death of the government
scientist Dr David Kelly, is a good contempo-
rary example; all evidence, hearings and rul-
ings were available for citizens on the
inquiry’s website, making the details of the
inquiry far more accessible than previous such
investigations. While the staff of the inquiry
was tiny, the website received between 10,000
and 30,000 unique visitors on many days of
evidence-giving and once the material was so
readily available, media organizations quick
to take advantage of an easy story dissemi-
nated it all over the international news net-
works. However, as society in general moves
on-line, established organizations that lag
behind in developing an Internet presence can
find themselves with a net loss of nodality.

Competition has spurred many private
organizations to move beyond exchanging
information with their customers to provid-
ing services on-line, such as Internet banking.
Companies like Prudential (Egg), the
Financial Times (FT.com) and EasyJet (Easy
Everything.com) have developed new busi-
ness arms with new branding that exist solely
for Internet customers. Organizations such as
the auctionsite eBay and the electronic book-
shop Amazon have a customer presence only
on-line. Private companies at the forefront of
web development invest a great deal of time
and resources tracking and analysing the
behaviour of their website users and devising
new options to expand usage and retain users,
capitalizing on the ‘build-and-learn’ nature of
web-based technologies. For public sector
organizations, pressure has come from mod-
ernizing politicians who see the Internet in
particular, and technological development
more generally, as a magic wand to increase
public sector efficiency (Margetts, 1999). In
general, public sector organizations have
lagged behind those in the private sector in
web development, but the potential benefits
are clearly transformative (Dunleavy and
Margetts, 1999, 2002). Managers in the more
innovative public sector organizations, such as
the Australian Tax Office (ATO), anticipate a
future where their organization becomes
entirely ‘digital’: as one Australian official put
it, eventually ‘ATO will become its web site’
(Dunleavy and Margetts, 1999).
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PARTY RESPONSES: 
THE CYBER PARTY?

This section puts forward the cyber party as a
possible response to these trends in political
participation, a new ‘ideal type’ of political
party, with its origins in developments in
media technology ICTs and, particularly the
Internet, combined with new trends in political
participation. Some of the characteristics of
cartel parties are true of cyber parties also (the
blurring of the distinction between members
and supporters, for example) and some new
causal factors play a role: the low start-up costs
for minor parties to develop an Internet pres-
ence, for example, which can lead to more
lively party competition.

Relationships between cyber
parties: Party competition

As so much social interaction moves on-line,
there is pressure for political parties to do the
same, particularly given that their key competi-
tors for citizens’ attention and participation are
interest groups and social movements, which
have been particularly innovative in using the
Internet. There appears to be a differential
response among parties. In spite of early pre-
dictions that Internet usage would ‘reinforce
the dominance of the larger, better resourced
parties’ (Ward and Gibson, 1998) some larger
political parties have lagged behind: ‘critics
charge that most parties have been slow to
adapt, conservative in approach, and unimagi-
native in design’ (Norris, 2001a), even while
pressure groups are recruiting e-activists to
participate in campaigns ‘from the comfort of
one’s own armchair’ (www.oxfam.org.uk). For
example, in the UK London elections in 2000, a
Conservative Party spokesman admitted that
while ‘most people in London use e-mail its
importance to campaigning is deeply underes-
timated by many in the party’s hierarchy’
(Guardian, 2 December 1999).

Meanwhile, newer and smaller parties have
shown themselves to be more innovative –
their incentives are greater, as an Internet pres-
ence can give them a forum in which to compete
for nodality on a more equal footing with more
established parties. The formation of new
parties is benefited by the low start-up costs of
websites compared with other types of tech-
nology and the low marginal costs of addi-
tional users (see Dunleavy and Margetts, 1999,

2002). Norris (2003: 43) found that ‘party
websites have strengthened communicative
pluralism in Europe by widening information
about minor and fringe parties’, facilitating
‘bottom-up as well as top-down communica-
tion’. In London in 2000, where Ken Livingstone
stood and won as an independent, his website,
superior to those of the other mayoral candi-
dates, was a vital tool in supplementing his
skeletal campaign team. Traditional methods
of participation are made much easier for
smaller parties by electronic linkages: the
Green party provides a ‘webkit’ on its national
website, to facilitate local Green groups to start
up their own websites and campaign machin-
ery. In addition, Internet presence is not – and
cannot be – regulated in the same way as tele-
vision presence, so new parties have far more
opportunity to compete against well-established
parties in cyberspace than they do on televi-
sion. In addition, moving from an interest group
or social movement to a political party has
become easier, due to the potential of the web
to link formerly disaggregated interests, partic-
ularly across geographic, ethnic and linguistic
divisions. In March 2000 the ‘digital hit squad’
of a grassroots Internet community for con-
necting black people (Dogonvillage.com) tar-
geted black voters in the Democratic primary
elections held on the Internet in Arizona, USA
and claimed to increase turnout by more than
1000 per cent (Guardian, 27 April 2000). Recent
improvements in ICTs have made communica-
tion across linguistic divisions easier; even the
free Microsoft hotmail will translate e-mails
into different languages. The written text – read
at one’s own pace – provides the option for
better comprehension and communication than
a physical meeting, while Internet radio pro-
vides new possibilities for websites to over-
come literacy barriers to political activity.

Thus the Internet environment provides the
potential for new patterns of party competition,
and there is preliminary evidence from the 21st
century from a number of countries. In Japan,
Tkach-Kawasaki (2003) found that the Internet
has had a significant impact on the fortunes of
smaller parties which were much more sophis-
ticated than the Liberal Democratic Party in
incorporating the Internet into their media and
fundraising strategies, opening up cross-party
competition in what has long been a dominant-
party system. Semetko and Krasnoboka (2003:
91) found that new parties in Russia and the
Ukraine are better equipped than old parties
because of the Internet. In the UK, the BNP,
UKIP and the Greens rival the three largest
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parties in terms of resource generation (Gibson
et al., 2003). In South Korea, a world leader in
broadband access, the 2002 presidential elec-
tion was dubbed the ‘Internet election’ as Roh
Moo-hyun emerged victorious from relative
obscurity against a member of the country’s
ruling elite via a campaign waged principally
on the Internet. The electoral landscape was
changed by unprecedented turnout among
younger voters, with 59 per cent of people in
their twenties and thirties (versus 38 per cent
those in their fifties and sixties) voting for Roh
(Financial Times, 22 December 2002).

The cyber party’s relationship with
members, supporters and voters

So what might be the defining characteristics of
a cyber party? The key defining feature is that
cyber parties use web-based technologies to
strengthen the relationship between voters and
party, rather than traditional notions of mem-
bership: such technologies are fuelling the trend
towards lower levels of membership, rather
than being used to ameliorate it. In the UK in
2000, Smith (2000: 81) found that, in general,

Research suggests that ICTs are not being used
within parties . . . to reinvent or rejuvenate a mass
party organisation. Instead, significant emergent
relationships around parties facilitated by ICTs are
those which are based upon . . . improving and
developing forms of campaigning which make
very little recourse to the role and initiative of
mass membership.

In fact, the use of ICTs within party organiza-
tions can make membership involvement more
problematic rather than easier. For example,
Smith also points out that the British Labour
Party’s fears about the technical competence of
constituency parties led to the use of their
‘Elpack’ system (used to process canvass
returns and produce constituency profiles and
mailing lists) being suspended for the actual
polling day on 1 May 1997, and traditional
paper-based systems being used instead.

In place of members, cyber parties offer
voters the opportunity to develop closer link-
ages with the party and more of the benefits
traditionally ascribed to members. In a cross-
country study of recent elections across Europe,
party websites were found to be ‘inspired by
the search for new communication channels
between politicians and the electorate’ (Tops
et al., 2000a: 178). In the USA parties are increas-
ingly sophisticated at appealing to voters’

special interests: Republican candidates use
data-sifting techniques to target specific
groups of voters on the Internet with banner
advertising, and at a controversial point in his
campaign for Republican nomination in 2000,
McCain’s campaign team fired off 43,000
explanatory e-mails to supporters (Guardian,
18 January 2000). In Britain, the Labour Party
uses a combination of ICTs to focus on
Conservative-held marginal constituencies,
using the telephone to identify and influence
‘floating voters’ and electoral database soft-
ware linked to desktop publishing packages
which allow candidates to ‘personally’ keep in
touch with potential supporters and invite
them to public meetings.

By 2004, many political parties were using
their websites to offer services on open access
to supporters as well as to members with pass-
word access. The UK Liberal Democrats’ site,
for example, allows all users of its website to
access folders containing policy documents
and draft manifestoes and to sign up for cus-
tomized content. Many party websites invite
users to adopt an intermediary status between
member and voter. The UK Labour Party offers
visitors to its site at http://www.labour.org.uk
who do not wish to become members five
‘Additional Ways to Get Involved’, including
‘Helping to make policy’ and pledging support
to future election campaigns as well as making
donations and signing up for ‘enews’. The
Conservative party site at http://www.conser-
vatives.com offers a similar range of options
and under William Hague’s leadership offered
membership of the Conservative Network –
‘a new active style of politics for people in the
25–45 age range with career/family pressures
and an itinerant lifestyle’, including free regis-
tration on the Network’s database and a range
of regional events and seminars. Discussion
groups run by political parties are often open
(for example, the Dutch Green party during
the 1988 election; Al Gore’s on-line questioning
by gay and lesbian voters on the Gay.com web-
site in 2000; all the facilities of the ‘Virtual
Party Headquarters’ of the German CDU, SPD
and FDP (Bieber, 2000: 71)). 

A key way in which voters and supporters
become involved in the cyber party is through
leadership recruitment. Mair (1997) has
already identified the cross-national trend for
ordinary members in many parties across
Europe (as opposed to middle-level elites or
activists) to be empowered via postal ballots
and one-member, one-vote procedures rather
than party conferences. Such procedures are
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considered less of a threat to party organization
as ordinary and spatially dispersed members
are less likely to mount a serious challenge
against leadership positions. By the same argu-
ment, voters and supporters of a party are even
less likely to mount a challenge. As the Internet
makes such involvement more feasible, there
may be an increase in the number of parties
introducing primary elections as a means of
candidate selection, as in the US presidential
elections. In the USA, state laws specify how
candidates may gain access to the primary
ballot and who is to count as being a party
‘supporter’ or ‘member’, but ‘In fact, the absence
of formal membership in American parties
means that, in practice, voting in primaries
has been extended to a wide range of people
whose connection to the party is merely that
they want to vote in that party’s primary elec-
tion’ (Ware, 1995: 260). Some kind of electronic
registration, with publicly provided terminals,
could qualify people to vote in primaries.
Democratic primary elections held on the
Internet in Arizona in March 2000 increased
turnout by 622 per cent (Guardian, 27 April
2000).

The cyber party: internal 
organization

The Internet also offers the potential for new
forms of internal organization, for political
parties as for any other organization. There is
no doubt that the capability of well-designed
websites to present a coherent front-end to
fragmented organizations aids the ability
of parties to provide a point of reference.
Websites can be used to link up local or
sectoral units of decentralized parties and could
be used to good effect in making coalition
arrangements intelligible to the electorate. Web
presence also provides parties with the oppor-
tunity to use the style of their site to present
their image to voters. In the Netherlands, for
example, commentators observed how during
the 1998 election campaign, the sites of Dutch
political parties reflected the image each party
had of itself:

Because of its design and the way in which the
party site appears on the Internet, the PvdA pre-
sents itself as a modern people’s party which is
determined to ‘conquer’ the electorate by using
every technological means possible. The VVD is
shown as a light-hearted party aiming to entertain.
And the SP as an activist party trying to convince
the electorate to take up arms against injustice
and abuse. The groenLinks site, with its different

discussion platforms, reflects the grass-roots
character of the party. While the CDA with its ordi-
nary and scarcely interactive site affirms its posi-
tion towards traditional values and standards.
(Tops et al., 2000b: 93–4)

Most political parties will dedicate part of their
website to detailing their philosophy and
values during election campaigns. Technological
innovations can also be used to tailor the pre-
sentation of a party to individual voter pre-
ferences, particularly useful in a multi-party
system. In the Netherlands, a voter compass
has been used via which visitors to the site
could determine which party coincided best
with their political views, acting as ‘a new
instrument which fills the vertical relationship
between politicians and voters’. The IPP’s
compass was visited 12,500 times; another cre-
ated by a consultancy organization (Bolesian)
was visited 28,000 times. Similar compasses
were available during the 2000 London may-
oral elections (for example, www.fantasy-
mayor.com), although it is not known if the
many Livingstone supporters who were told to
vote Green on the basis of their expressed pref-
erences let the compass deter them from their
original intention.

The extent to which political parties can cen-
tralize and direct existing administrative orga-
nization is enhanced by the use of web-based
technologies, particularly intranets. British
political parties have invested extensively in
decision support systems geared exclusively to
political communications (Perri 6, 2001) and all
now enjoy facilities to transmit information via
dedicated communications networks, using
e-mail and bulletin board systems both to
exchange information in forums for supporters
and through restricted channels used by party
leaderships to issue campaigning information
(Smith, 1998: 79). The Labour Party’s Excalibur
system, which holds the records of the political
views of millions of voters and also the political
histories and speeches of opponent politicians
in order to discover and capitalize upon incon-
sistencies and hypocrisy (Smith, 1998) was
used to great effect during the 1997 general
election, and by 1998 the Conservative Party
was using similar technology. The UK Labour
Party in government from 1997 used ICTs
extensively for communication within the par-
liamentary party, keeping MPs ‘on-message’
through extensive use of bleeps and mobile
telephones. In 2000, they introduced a new
electronic government information and rebut-
tal system (the Knowledge Network Project) to
‘help Whitehall stay on message and respond

HANDBOOK OF PARTY POLITICS532

46-Katz-3336-Ch-45.qxd  11/22/2005  8:27 PM  Page 532



to critical attacks by MPs, the press and the
public’ and to ‘explain the government’s core
message’ to citizens without the ‘distorting
prism of media reporting’. The system included
a database of policy issues with the govern-
ment’s line to take, use of which would feed
every department with ‘lines to take on every
key issue’ (Guardian, 18 January 2000).
Opposition critics complained bitterly that the
new system would politicize the civil service
and might be used for Labour Party purposes
during forthcoming election campaigns.

Party financing is evidently an important
issue in the continuing existence and shape of
political parties, and membership dues have
traditionally been a regular and uncontrover-
sial source of income for political parties. Some
analysts argue that grassroots members are
vital to elections, with the intensity of cam-
paigning having a crucial impact on electoral
performance, and lack of paid-up foot-soldiers
will cause serious financial problems for older
parties (Whiteley in the Guardian, 18 February
2000; Denver et al., 2002), for example making
it necessary to use paid staff (for example,
although not a party, Greenpeace already use
contract staff for campaigning). How can cyber
parties overcome this problem, if they have
even lower levels of membership than other
types of party? 

First, Internet technologies (unlike the large-
scale, high-risk information technology pro-
jects that preceded them) have already
demonstrated enormous cost savings on previ-
ously expensive administrative tasks such as
telephone calls and postage, as already demon-
strated in more technologically advanced gov-
ernments: in Singapore, for example, electronic
tax filing is estimated to have saved £7 per
head of population. Second, the Internet and
e-mail can be used to raise money and create
networks of supporters who play a role in elec-
tion campaigning, circumventing the roles
ascribed to members in many countries. The
USA, where Internet penetration is high and
politicians have a longer experience of on-line
campaigning, provides an illustration of what
is possible. In 2000, Bill Bradley, the challenger
to Al Gore for the Democratic nomination,
raised $1.3 million on-line. It is estimated that
presidential candidates raised a total of $30
million by the time of the US election in
November 2000; Al Gore raised 20 per cent of
his campaign income on-line (Guardian, 18
January 2000). In the 2004 Democratic pri-
maries, the early front-runner, Howard Dean,
became famous for the proportion of his cam-
paign finance raised on-line ($41 million in

2003 alone, with unprecedented numbers of
small donations), including a record-breaking
$800,000 during a 24-hour period. The Internet
‘drove Dean’s rise from outsider to front-
runner’, and his website amassed a list of
e-mail addresses of 600,000 supporters. Dean’s
use of the web was notable for its interactive
style, with a personal web log (Blog) and
various devices for putting supporters in touch
with each other (Meetup). His rival John Kerry
was quick to follow his lead in introducing
such innovations and on ‘super Tuesday’ in
2004 when Kerry emerged victorious as the
Democrat candidate, his first plea to his
Democrat audience was ‘Go to JohnKerry.com’
to pledge financial support (the on-line dona-
tion form was just one click from the front
page). The next day alone he raised $1.2 million
(beating Dean’s record) and 1500 new cam-
paign volunteers signed up on-line (United
Press International, 3 March 2004).

THE FUTURE FOR THE CYBER PARTY

The ‘cyber party’ is an ideal type: widespread
Internet penetration is too new, its potential too
unrealized for there to be substantive empirical
evidence of its existence. Technological devel-
opment will not inevitably lead to the forma-
tion of cyber parties, nor will cyber parties
exist entirely in cyberspace – but much of what
cyber parties do could take place via the
Internet. It would, after all, have been incon-
ceivable 20 years ago that there should be a
bookshop such as Amazon where customers
have no physical interaction with either books
or a shop before they buy. As Oscar Wilde once
said, ‘the problem with Socialism is that it cuts
so dreadfully into the evenings’. Web-based
political participation can make political par-
ticipation virtually cost-free and overcome the
problem of attending those meetings that
Wilde was referring to, making political activ-
ity possible at home and at any time.

There is a resistance to such a view within
many political cultures where the assumption
is that political participation should involve
suffering. Consider this comment from the UK
member of parliament, Dr Tony Wright, in
response to the suggestion that party supporters
might use the Internet at home late in the
evening to participate in party business:

If you describe it in that casual incidental way
that gives a picture of people in a sense of having
nothing better to do than to press buttons, not
because they have anything particular to contribute
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but because it is dead easy to do it. (Public
Administration Committee, 2000)

There is an association of political activity
with pleasure in some technologically aided
movements that works against the ‘political
participation as pain’ principle: protests that
celebrate environmental activism, animal
rights and anti-capitalism and that integrate
pleasure into popular protest, particularly
derived from dance-floors, clubs and rave
venues (Jordan, 1999; McKay, 1998).  Such
movements suggest that pleasure might be
something that political parties could add to
the other more pedestrian selective benefits
(such as Visa cards and party filofaxes) they
already offer. A political environment where
voters become involved in policy decisions
and candidate selection at the painless click of
a button, coming together only to express the
strongest of their feelings in a demonstration
or protest, may be more vibrant than one
where a dwindling number of disillusioned
members force themselves to tramp the streets
at election time.

There are threats to the future of cyber parties
that will need to be confronted if the trend con-
tinues. Key threats include strategic penetration:
if voters are able to influence party policy and
candidate selection in the ways suggested above,
what is to prevent strategic penetration of citi-
zens who claim to have voted for a party at the
last election, or say that they will do so
at the next election? The USA provides examples
of how non-Democrat or non-Republican voters
have registered for the party they did
not vote for and endeavoured to influence
decisions, usually at local level where small
‘selectorates’ and low turnout mean a small
number of strategic voters are more likely to
influence the result. However, many building
societies during the 1990s suffered from ‘carpet-
baggers’ who tried to force UK building societies
into forming banks rather than retaining mutual-
ity and have found a variety of ways around the
problem (Guardian, 5 November 1999). Strategic
penetration of political parties is more complex
and there are many cross- pressures on voters
which may disincentivize such strategies. A non-
Tory interloper in the Conservative leadership
selection, voting for an extremist candidate
(Margaret Thatcher, for example, in the 1970s) in
order to reduce the party’s chances of victory at
the election, may find themselves with a
Conservative party leader and a prime minister
that they did not want.1

Like any organizational development occa-
sioned by technological change, there is noth-
ing inevitable about the development of the

cyber party. The failure of Dean’s presidential
campaign in the Democratic primary elections of
2004 illustrates a potential pitfall. Some support-
ers blamed their own habitat for his eventual
collapse, describing an ‘echo chamber of Web
diaries and Internet message boards that lulled
activists into thinking they were winning votes
for Dean merely by typing messages to one
another’ (Los Angeles Times, 7 February 2004).
Others likened his implosion as the leading can-
didate to the dot-com crash in how much money
the campaign raised and squandered. But most
commentators agreed that Dean’s campaign
was a harbinger of a more interactive political
future, labelling Dean ‘the Wright brothers’ first
airplane’ – ‘You wouldn’t want to put passen-
gers on it. But that doesn’t mean it isn’t impor-
tant’ (Los Angeles Times, 7 February 2004).

Parties experience increasing competition
for citizens’ attention, especially with the
increase of single-issue protests and a ‘DIY
culture’ of political activity. Parties that con-
tinue to rely on the notion of membership for
their ‘legitimizing myth’ rather than working
on their digital presence may find themselves
suffering a loss of comparative nodality and
having to turn to alternative resources to retain
influence. The incremental ‘build-and-learn’
characteristics of web-based technologies
mean that parties, like all organizations, have
to start interacting with supporters in order to
develop the relationship. An Internet presence
is not something that can be set up overnight.
With organizations of all kinds responding to
pressure to invest time and resources in web-
based technologies to develop their relation-
ship with their customers, political parties
which do not follow suit may find themselves
increasingly cut off from their supporters.

NOTE

1. These points were made by Patrick Dunleavy
during discussion of this paper at the Democratic
Audit’s specialist group on political parties on
29 July 2000.
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