MAURICE DUVERGER: The Number of Parties 301

MAURICE DUVERGER

The Number of Parties

* * *

Ouly individual investigation of the circumstances in
each country can determine the real origins of the
two-party systermn. The influence of such national fac-
tors Is certainly very considerable; but we must not in
their favour underestimate the importance of one
general factor of a technical kind, the electoral sys-
tem. Its effect can be expressed in the following for-
mula: the simple-majority single-ballot system favours
the two-party system. OFf all the hypotheses that have
een defined in this book, this approaches the most
nearly perhaps to a true sociological law. An almost
complete correlation is observable between the sim-
ple-majority single-ballot system and the two-party
system: dualist countries use the simple-rnajority vote
and simple-majority vote countries are dualist. The
exceptions are very rare and can generally be ex-
plained as the result of special conditions.

We must give a few details about this coexis-
tence of the simple-majority and the two-party sys-
tems. First let us cite the example of Great Britain
and the Dominions: the simple-majority system
with a single ballot is in operation in all; the two-
party system operates jn all, with a Conservative-
Tabour antagonism tending to replace the
Conservative-Liberal antagonism. It will be seen
later that Canada, which appears to present an ¢x-
ception, in fact conforms to the general rule.! Al-
though it is more recent and more restricted in
time the case of Turkey is perbaps more impres-
sive. In this country, which had been subjected for
twenty years to the rule of a single party, divergent
tendencies were manifest as early as 1946; the se-
cession of the Nationalist party, which broke away
from the opposition Demeocratic party in 1948,
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might have been expected to give rise to a multi-
party system. Omn the contrary, at the 1950 elec-
tions the simple-majority single-ballot system,
based on the British pattern (and intensified by
tist-voting), gave birth to a two-party system: of
487 deputies in the Great National Assembly only
ten (i.e. 2.072%) did not belong to one or other of
the two major parties, Democrats and Popular Re-
publicans. Nine were Independents and one be-
longed to the Nationalist party. Tn the United
States the traditional two-party system also coex-
ists with the simple-majority single-ballot system.
The American electoral system is, of course, very
special, and the present-day development of pri-
maries introduces into it a kind of double poll, but
the attempt sometimes made to identify this tech-
nique with the “second ballot” is quite mistaken.
The nomination of candidates by an internal vote
inside each party is quite a different thing from the
real election, The fact that the nomination is open
makes no difference: the primaries are a feature of
party organization and not of the clectoral system.

The American procedure corresponds to the
usual machinery of the simple-majority single-
ballot system. The absence of a second ballot and of
further polls, particularty in the presidential elec-
Hon, constitutes in fact one of the historical reasons
for the emergence and the maintenance of the two-
party system. In the few local elections in which
proportional representation has from time to time
been tried it shattered the two-party system: for
example in New York between 1936 and 1947,
where there were represented on the City Council
5 parties in 1937 (13 Democrats, 3 Republicans,
5 American Labor, 3 City Fusionists, 2 dissident
Democrats), 6 parties in 1941 (by the addition of 1
Communist), and 7 parties in 1947 {as a result of
an internal spiit in the American Labor party sup-
ported by the Garment Trade Unions).
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Fig. 1. Disparity between percentage of votes and percentage of seafs i Greaf Britain.
I Gross disparity. IT. Net disparity {related to percentage of votes).
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* * * the weakest party, its percentage of seats being in-
Flimination [of thizd parties] is itself the result of  ferior to its percentage of the poll. Of course in a
two factors working together: a mechanical and 2 simple-rnajority system with two parties the van-
psychologicai factor. The mechanical factor con-  quished is always under-represented by compari-
sists in the “under representation” of the third, Le. son with the victor, as we shall see below, but in




cases where there is a third party it is under-
represented to an even greater extent than the less
favoured of the other two. The example of Britain
is very striking: before 1922, the Labour party was
under-represented by comparison with the Liberal
party; thereafter the converse regularly occurred
(with the one exception of 1931, which can be ex-
plained by the serious internal crisis in the Labour
party and the crushing victory of the Conserva-
tives); in this way the third party finds the electoral
system mechanically unfair to it (Fig. 1). So long as
a new party which aims at competing with the two
old parties still remains weak the system works
against it, raising a barrier against its progress. If,
however, it succeeds in outstripping one of its fore-
runners, then the latter takes its place as third party
and the process of elimination is transferred.

The psychological factor is ambiguous in the
same way. In cases where there are three parties
operating under the simple-majority single-ballot
system the electors soon realize that their votes are
wasted if they continue to give them to the third
party: whence their natural tendency to transfer

Fig. 2. Elimination of Liberal Party in Great Britain
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their vote to the less evil of its two adversaries in
order to prevent the success of the greater evil. This
“polarization” effect works to the detriment of a
new party so long as it is the weakest party but is
turned against the less favoured of its older rivals
as soon as ihe new party outstrips it. It operates in
fact in the same way as “under-representation.”
The reversal of the two effects does not always oc-
cur at the same moment, underfrepresentation
generaily being the earlier, for 2 certain lapse of
time is required before the electors become aware
of the dedline of a party and transfer their votes o
another. The natural consequence is a faitly Jong
period of confusion during which the hesitation of
the electors combines with the transposition of the
“under-representation” effect to give an entirely
false picture of the balance of power amongst the
parties: England experienced such drawbacks be-
tween 1923 and 1935, The impulse of the electoral
system towards the creation of bipartism is there-
fore only a long-term effect.

The simple-majority single-ballot system ap-
pears then to be capable of maintaining an estab-
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lished dualism in spite of schisms in old parties
and the birth of new parties. For a new party t0
succeed in establishing itself firmly it must have at
its disposal strong backing locally or great and
powerful organization nationally. In the first case,
mareover, it will remain circumscribed within the
geographical area of its otigin and will only emerge
from it slowly and painfully, as the example of
Canada demonstrates. Only in the second case can
it hope for a speedy development which will raise it
to the position of second party, in which it will
be favoured by the polarization and undei-
representation effects. Here perhaps we touch upon
one of the deep-seated reasons which have led all
Anglo-Saxon Socialist parties to organize them-
selves on a Trade Union basis; it alone could put at
their disposal sufficient strength for the “sake-off,”
small parties being eliminated or driven back into
the fickd of local campaigns. The simple-majority
system secms equally capable of re-establishing du-
alism when it has been destroyed by the appear-
ance of a third party. The comparison between
Great Britain and Belgium offers a striking con-

Fig. 3. “Rescue” of Beigian Liberal Party by P.R.
(No. of seats in Chamber of Deputies.)

trast: in both countries a traditional two-party sys-
tern was broken up at the beginning of the century
by the emergence of Socialism. Fifty years later the
majority system restored bipartism in Great
Rritain by the elimination of the Liberals (Fig. 2),
whereas in Belgium proportional representation
saved the Liberal party and later made possible the
birth of the Communist party, without counting a
few other parties between the wars (Fig. 3).

Can we go further and say that the simple-
majority system is capable of producing bipartism
in countries where it has never existed? If they
already show a faisly dear tendency towards two
patties, the answer would unquestionably be in
the affirmative. The establishment of the simple-
majority single-baliot system in Western Germany
would undoubtedly have the effect of gradually de-
stroying the small and medinm-sized parties, leaving
the Socialists and Christian Democrats face to face;
there is undoubtedly no country in which the techni-
cal conditions more nearly approach those required
for the establishment of a parliamentary system after
the British pattern. In Italy an electoral reform of the
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same kind would have the same results—with the
sole difference that the Communists would be one of
the two parties, which would greatly imperil the fu-
ture of the democratic system. However, the brutal
application of the single-ballot system in a country
in which multipartism has taken deep Toot, as in
France, would not produce the same results, except
after a very long delay. The electoral system works in
the direction of bipartismo; it does not necessarily and
absolutely lead to it in spite of all obstacles. The basic
tendency combines with many others which attenu-
ate it, check it, or arrest it. With these reserves we
can nevertheless consider that dualism of parties is
the “brazen law” (as Marx would have said) of the
simple-majority single-ballot electoral systern.

* * *
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NOTES

1. Australia too offers an exception since the devel-
opment of the Country party. But the system of
preferential voting in operation there pro-
foundly modifies the machinery of the simple-
majority poll and makes it more like a
two-ballot system by allowing a regrouping of
the scattered votes. It is moreover a striking fact
that the appearance of the Country party coin-
cided with the introduction of the preferential
vote.

JoHN D. HUBER AND
G. BINGHAM PowELL, JR.

Congruence between Citizens and

Policymakers in Two Visions of

Liberal Democracy

A more reasonable justification for democracy, then, is
that, to a substantially greater degrez than any alter-
native fo it, a democratic government provides an
ordetly and peaceful process by means of which a ma-
jority of citizens can induce the government to do what
they most want it to do and to aveid doing what they
most wani it 1ot to do.
-—Robert A. Dahl
Democracy and Its Critics

From World Politics 46 (April 1994), 291-326. Some of
the authors’ aotes have beent crmitted,

Liberal democracy claims to establish connections
between citizens and policymakers. The repeated
processes of electoral competition and legislative
bargaining are supposed to ensure that policymak-
ers do what citizens want them to do. There are,
however, at least two quite different visions of the
democratic processes that can create congruence
between citizen preferences and public policies.

In what we call the Majority Control vision,
democratic elections are designed to create strong,
single-party majority governments that are essen-
tially unconstrained by other parties in the policy-



