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Introduction
It is difficult to be a skeptic about the consequences of electoral systems in democracies.  The study of electoral systems has spawned one of the most extensive and well developed literatures in political science.  William Riker held up this particular subfield within the discipline as an example of how political science can indeed produce an accumulation of knowledge, and thus, at least in this circumstance, approximate the norms of the natural sciences (Riker, 1982).  Taagepera and Shugart similarly praise the study of electoral systems as potentially supplying a “Rosetta Stone” for the development of political science, arguing that votes could be a basic measurable quantity of the field, similar to money in economics or mass in physics (Taagepera and Shugart, 1989, p. 5).  At times, venerable hypotheses such as Duverger’s Law seem to be accepted as a matter of faith.  Consequently, the debate over electoral systems has often focused on philosophical discussions over the desirability of the majoritarian consequences of single-member district (SMD) elections versus the more proportional and consensual politics of proportional representation (PR) systems, both of which are taken for granted as the empirical consequences of these electoral arrangements.


Nevertheless, some serious questions have persisted regarding the effects of electoral systems in democracies.  Exceptions have cropped up to challenge otherwise impressive empirical regularities.  Over time the literature has usually incorporated these exceptions into increasingly precise and sophisticated hypotheses regarding the effects of electoral systems and the preconditions necessary for these effects to be realized (see Cox, 1997, p. 79).  In this skeptic’s paper, I will review the literature on electoral system effects with special emphasis on the exceptions that run counter to some of its major empirical assertions.  The purpose is not to demonstrate that electoral systems have no effect on political outcomes.  This would be foolhardy.  Rather, I assert that there are serious limitations on when and where commonly assumed electoral system effects take hold.  These limitations constrain the generalizability of electoral system effects, particularly in new democracies.  With the dramatic growth of new democracies over the past several decades, the real and potential exceptions have increased so dramatically that a serious rethinking of electoral system effects and their limits may be warranted.  
The paper is divided into five parts.  First, I examine the advantages of studying electoral systems.  Ironically, these advantages have led scholars not only to build impressive theories but also to extend these theories to cases that show their limitations.  The subsequent three sections are each devoted to a different aspect of electoral system effects:  the number of parties, strategic voting, and ascriptive representation of women.  I do not attempt to conduct an exhaustive discussion of electoral system effects.  Other effects such as the relationship between electoral systems and ethnic conflict or the effects of electoral systems on legislative behavior are not examined here.  Rather, the discussion is meant to be illustrative of the type of limitations that hinder generalizable assertions regarding the ways electoral systems influence political outcomes.  In each section, I will briefly summarize the major hypotheses regarding electoral system effects and their empirical support followed by a discussion of exceptions that limit generalizability.  In the fifth section, I offer some conclusions.

I.  The Advantages of Studying Electoral Systems


The study of electoral systems is marked by several distinct advantages.  First, its most prominent hypotheses are circumscribed.  Although scholars have made some rather grandiose claims about the impact electoral systems can have on the survival and quality of democratic regimes, the empirical research on electoral systems has commonly stuck to the examination of mid-range hypotheses that tend to explain rather narrowly defined phenomena.  The subfield’s most famous hypothesis, Duverger’s Law, is a case in point.  The purported effect, a two-party system, admittedly has a variety of definitions and potential causes but is nowhere as complex as regime survival, quality of governance, or even particular policy outputs.  In fact, scholarship that attributes broad outcomes such as regime survival or political legitimacy to electoral systems has serious flaws because it is so difficult to control for other causes that clearly influence such outcomes (see, for example, the debate between Lijphart and critics in Journal of Democracy, 1991).


Secondly, the study of electoral systems benefits from a collection of well defined and intuitively attractive theories that specify the manner in which the institution influences political behavior, which in turn produces the purported outcomes.  For example, plurality electoral systems constrain the number of parties through a “mechanical” effect that punishes small parties through diminished representation and rewards large parties through bonus seats.  This fact, in turn, is assumed to produce strategic behavior by voters who do not want to waste their votes and elites trying to maximize their chances of winning office.  PR electoral systems are expected to promote more disciplined legislative parties because parties have more control over their legislators’ electoral fortunes in elections based on PR party lists than more candidate-centered single-member district (SMD) contests.  In both cases, the causal mechanism is clear and the set of assumptions regarding actors’ motives and preferences are relatively limited.


Finally, electoral system scholarship works with data that are comparable across differing political and cultural contexts and commonly available for many countries.  Votes and legislative seats are basic units of democratic governance that are more easily compared than attitudes, cultural identities, social classes, or civil society, which may differ substantially in different social contexts.  These data are also easily quantifiable allowing for more precise measurement of causal relationships.


The combination of these three advantages – mid-range hypotheses, parsimonious theory, and comparable data – has produced a body of scholarship that is very amenable to empirical verification.  Through most of its history, the study of electoral systems has found striking empirical regularities with few genuine counterexamples.  Ironically, these same advantages have allowed scholars to test these hypotheses in contexts that often provide a less hospitable environment for the strategic behavior that underpins the empirical regularities found in Western democracies.  But, is the empirical record as solid as commonly assumed, even in Western democracies upon which much of the literature is based?  Do these findings extend past the Western experience?  Studies of exceptions in new democracies (and some old) provide a basis to question the uniformity of electoral system under different conditions.  If electoral system effects are contingent upon other factors such as party system institutionalization or attainment of a certain level of socioeconomic development, then how important are electoral systems as an independent causal variable?  In the next three sections I examine major theories on the effects of electoral systems, highlighting the challenges posed by exceptions, particularly those found in post-communist states.

II.  Electoral Systems and the Number of Parties 

The electoral system literature is based upon three key relationships made famous by Maurice Duverger:  PR systems tend to produce multi-party systems; two-ballot majority run-off systems promote multiple parties aligned into two camps; and plurality systems promote bipartism (Duverger, 1986, p. 70).  It was the final proposition – plurality systems tend to produce two-party systems – that Duverger claimed was "the closest to a sociological law" (Duverger, 1986, p. 69).  When discussing party system fractionalization, I will concentrate on the effects of plurality elections, which scholars have agreed is the “strongest” electoral system, that is, the system offering the most constraining influence on the number of parties (Sartori, 1986).  Exceptions to the plurality-bipartism relationship, particularly at the district level, thus serve as the greatest challenge to this body of literature.


 Subsequent scholarship has better specified the nature of these relationships both empirically and theoretically.   District magnitude (the number of representatives elected from each district) seems to be the decisive influence on multipartism and disproportionality in the translation of votes to seats.  Low district magnitudes, particularly single-member districts, have a powerful constraining effect on the number of parties and produce high levels of disproportionality.
  High district magnitudes allow (but do not cause) greater proliferation of parties and produce lower levels of disproportionality (Taagepera and Shugart, 1989; Lijphart, 1994).  The constraining effect of electoral systems resides most directly at the district-level rather than at the national level (Sartori, 1986, pp. 54-55; Cox, 1997).  This latter caveat is crucial since it has been used to explain away certain key exceptions.     


Cox (1997) explicates the limits of Duvergerian equilibria at the district level.  Strategic voting (and, by implication, strategic entry and departure by elites) at the district level requires certain conditions regarding actors' motivations, preferences, time horizons, and the availability of accurate information.  As a result, plurality SMD elections may fail to reduce the vote for minor parties if any of the following holds:  voters are not short-term instrumentally rational; a general lack of public information about voter preferences and vote intentions (and, therefore, insufficient sense about which candidates are “out of the running”); widespread certainty that a specific candidate will win; the presence of many voters who strongly prefer their first choice, while being nearly indifferent to other choices (Cox, 1997, p. 79).  Cox notes that these are rather strict conditions that are commonly violated, making local bipartism arising from plurality elections a tendency rather than a universal occurrence, yet concludes that they are met “sufficiently often to make strategic voting an important force, pushing party systems toward bipartism as Duverger argued” (Cox, 1997, p. 98).    


In addition, even if conditions are favorable for the establishment of two-candidate races at the district level, the projection of this bipartism to the national level is not assured.  Rather it depends on the ability of parties to unite prominent elites in single nationwide party organizations in a process that Cox has labeled “linkage” (Cox, 1997 and Cox, 1999).  If linkage is not accomplished, the two candidates produced in plurality elections at the district level may belong to a multitude of different parties across the country.  Cox cites institutional factors, most notably the direct election of a powerful national executive, as the primary forces behind the nationalization of parties (Cox, 1997, pp. 182-193). 


If one accepts the argument that linkage of local parties into national party organizations is a separate coordination problem, then the only genuine exception to electoral system effects on the number of parties can come at the district level.  Therefore, I will concentrate on cases that experience multi-candidate races at the district level under plurality rules.   

Exceptions among Pure Plurality Systems


Papua New Guinea (PNG) is the most dramatic exception to Duverger’s Law.  PNG held pure plurality elections in several elections since independence in 1975.
  These plurality contests were marked by severe party fractionalization in which more than a dozen candidates typically contested a single seat and victors often won seats with less than 20 percent of the vote (Reilly, 1997, pp. 5-6).  Despite this clear exception, the validity of Duverger’s Law has been maintained because such flagrant violations of the expected two-candidate competition are assumed to be rare.  Yet, close examination of other states that use plurality elections suggest that such systems commonly overproduce viable candidates.  I will first offer evidence from India, Great Britain, and Canada to support this assertion.  I will then examine plurality elections within mixed systems of post-communist states to suggest that dramatic exceptions like the party fractionalization found in Papua New Guinea are few only because the use of pure plurality systems among new democracies is so rare.


     District-level analysis of the effective number of parties in Great Britain, India, and Canada demonstrate that local multipartism is a regular outcome in plurality elections.
  Table 1 offers a breakdown of the effective number of electoral parties (ENEP) per district for each country in recent elections.  The Laakso-Taagepera (1979) effective number of parties index provides a measure of party system fractionalization by counting parties weighted by their shares of votes or seats. 
 

Insert Table 1 here.

Great Britain, India, and Canada have all averaged more than 2.5 ENEP per district in recent elections and half or more of constituencies in these three countries have more than 2.5 viable electoral parties.  A significant minority of constituencies (almost a quarter in India and Canada) has more than 3.0 viable parties.  The trend in Great Britain in the 1990s has been toward more party fractionalization.  One would only expect similar or more party fragmentation in the 1980s when the third party challenge from the Liberal-SDP Alliance was greater.  Although I present data for only the most recent election in India, I expect that similar district-level fragmentation appeared in the two previous elections (1996 and 1998).  Gaines demonstrated that Canada never experienced the two-candidate competition at the district level that earlier studies assumed.  Rather, overproduction of candidates at the district level was commonplace throughout the twentieth century (Gaines, 1999, p. 848).  The findings presented for the 2000 parliamentary election simply reinforce this pattern.  Although results from New Zealand’s plurality elections (held until 1996 when a mixed system was adopted) are not presented here, the average ENEP per district was similarly well above the Duvergerian two-party threshold, averaging 2.56 per district from 1972 to 1993 (Cox and Schoppa, forthcoming). 

These cases are significant for at least two reasons.  First, there are very few countries that use pure plurality elections to constitute their national legislatures.  (Cox counted seven plurality systems out of 77 democracies as of 1992.)  If four cases of longstanding plurality systems (counting New Zealand) can be shown to regularly defy the expectation of local two-party competition, one must question the extent to which the relationship between plurality systems and two-party competition within districts holds.  Secondly, these countries have a long experience with democratic elections held under plurality rules.  Sources of information should be good for all cases, especially the Western democracies.  The strategic context should be familiar for both voters and elites, making for relatively easy adaptation to incentives to defect from losing candidates.  If these systems overproduce candidates what can we expect from new democracies with underdeveloped parties and inexperienced voters?  

Evidence from Mixed Electoral Systems

 
There are few new democracies that utilize pure plurality electoral systems.
  However, the popularity of mixed electoral systems, particularly in the post-communist world, offers a glimpse of the effects of plurality elections in states with poorly developed political parties.  The experiences of these states resemble the extreme party fractionalization under plurality rules of Papua New Guinea.  


Mixed electoral systems offer some advantages and a few hazards when used to examine the effects of their separate components.  The advantage lies in the potential for controlled comparison of different electoral systems in a single electoral environment.  I have argued elsewhere that mixed systems offer an excellent laboratory to study the effects of PR versus plurality systems while controlling for all other potential causal factors by holding them constant (Moser, 2001).  The principal risk lies in cross-contamination between tiers.  Given the mutual influence that PR and plurality tiers may have on one another, one may expect plurality tiers in mixed systems to experience more party fractionalization than pure plurality systems would have and PR tiers to experience less fragmentation than pure PR systems.  Indeed, none of the countries using mixed systems in the sample presented in Table 2 regularly experience two-party competition at the district level in their plurality tiers.  One can safely assume that contamination from the PR tier has led to the overproduction of viable candidates in the plurality tier of these systems (see Herron and Nishikawa, 2001; Cox and Schoppa, forthcoming).


Despite the problems of cross-contamination a comparison of mixed systems is instructive of the potential effects of “pure” systems had they been used, albeit imperfectly so.  Contamination effects from PR should not be assumed to explain all party proliferation in plurality tiers of mixed systems.  Indeed, scholars have long used mixed systems to test for the existence of strategic voting and have found strong evidence that mixed systems do not preclude voters from behaving strategically in the plurality part of the system (Jesse, 1988; Bawn, 1999; Reed, 1999).  Recent work on interaction effects in consolidated democracies with mixed systems have found the existence of a “Duvergerian gravity” that reduces the number of parties in the plurality tier but does not quite achieve the local bipartism of pure plurality systems (Cox and Schoppa, forthcoming; Reed, 2001).  Thus, the influence of contamination should be expected to carry only so far; leaving the constraining effects of plurality rules relatively intact, provided that conditions necessary for such behavior are present.  If some mixed systems display substantial constraint on the number of parties in their plurality tiers while others do not, one may argue that underlying political conditions do not support strategic behavior and could be expected to produce similar fragmentation if a pure plurality system were used.  Thus, by comparing mixed systems operating under very different political contexts (e.g., consolidated democracies versus post-communist states) one may find more evidence of the limitations on electoral system effects.  Table 2 presents the effective number of parties for selected countries with mixed systems that employ a plurality rule to determine seats in their single-member district tier.

Insert Table 2 here.


There are two striking patterns in Table 2.  First, post-communist states have significantly more candidate proliferation in their plurality tiers than the consolidated democracies.  The ENEP index runs between 2.5 and 3.0 in the plurality tier of mixed systems in consolidated democracies, which is actually in line with the experience of the pure plurality systems of Great Britain, India, Canada, and New Zealand cited above.  But, there is severe party fragmentation in all of the post-communist states.  On average, there are nearly six viable candidates running in plurality contests in Lithuania, Russia, and Ukraine, which approximate the extreme case of Papua New Guinea.

Secondly, the gap in party fragmentation between the PR and plurality tiers is telling.  In the consolidated democracies, there tends to be a substantial gap, which suggests that the plurality tier constrained the number of parties vis-à-vis the PR tier as the literature would expect.  The Italian case is particularly striking.  Party elites coordinated their nominations so that a rather fragmented set of choices in the PR tier was winnowed down to something approximating two-party competition in plurality races.  The drop in the effective number of parties from the 1994 election to 1996 suggests adaptation over time (see Reed, 2001).  Admittedly, post-communist states also tend to have a lower ENEP measure in their plurality tiers (although Lithuania is an exception) but the gap is not as substantial, particularly when noting the severe party fragmentation existing in the system to begin with.

It is conceivable, but not likely, that pure plurality systems could produce much less party fractionalization in the post-communist states described here than the plurality tiers of their current systems. While contamination effects from the PR tier may account for some of the candidate proliferation in these countries, the more likely culprit is a lack of the information on the relative strength of support for competing candidates, which is necessary for elites and voters to behave strategically (Moser, 2001).  Like Papua New Guinea, the field of candidates in a typical post-communist plurality race is so crowded that any single candidate can reasonably expect to win election by marshaling support from a small subset of the electorate.  Moreover, party fractionalization is not curtailed by the mechanical effect of the plurality tier.  In fact, microparties and independents tend to have a better chance of gaining election in the plurality than the PR tier in Lithuania, Russia, and Ukraine because they do not face the national legal threshold required for representation in the PR tier.  Consequently, the PR tier often produces more disproportionality between party votes and seats than the plurality tier, sometimes substantially so (see Moser, 1999).

In this section I have concentrated on cases in which plurality elections have failed to produce two-party competition at the district level.  I have shown that around half of constituency races in longstanding plurality systems in Great Britain, India, and Canada have overproduced viable candidates and that post-communist states have experienced severe candidate proliferation in plurality elections within their mixed electoral systems.  It is a matter of interpretation whether this evidence constitutes a significant challenge to electoral system effects as currently conceived.  I think it does.

The beauty of Duverger’s Law is its specificity. 
  The empirical assertion expects a specific outcome (two-party competition at the district level) from a specific institutional arrangement (plurality elections).  Whether viewed as a tendency or a law, this formulation is stronger than a hypothesis that merely states that plurality elections tend to constrain parties to a greater degree than other types of electoral system.  I argue that the evidence presented above suggests this hypothesis needs revision.  British and Canadian experience suggests that even in consolidated democracies, it is the mechanical effect of plurality systems rather than strategic behavior and the psychological effect that has the most influence in producing the expected two-party system.  India, Papua New Guinea, and the new democracies of the post-communist world show that there are many contexts where even the mechanical effect of plurality systems will not hold the number of parties down to two or even three.  These latter cases suggest that electoral systems have dramatically different effects in different contexts and that scholars need to devise new theories to accommodate these differences.        

III. Strategic Voting


The issue of strategic voting is closely related to that of the effective number of parties since the former is conceived as one of the explanatory factors of the latter.  Yet, there has been a considerable literature devoted to strategic voting as a consequence of electoral systems and thus this issue deserves some attention here.  In general, scholarship on strategic voting displays the same type of limitations that the literature on party proliferation does.  The existence of strategic voting in hospitable environments (i.e., countries with structured party systems) is well established; but its relative impact on electoral outcomes is circumspect.  Evidence of strategic voting in countries with unstructured party systems is less abundant and suggests that in less hospitable circumstances voters find it difficult to vote strategically.


Evidence of the existence of strategic voting in established democracies is abundant and persuasive (Barnes, et. al., 1962; Fisher, 1973; Bawn, 1993 and 1999; Niemi, Whitten, and Franklin, 1993; Cox, 1997; Alvarez and Nagler, 2000; Alvarez, et. al., 2001).  While it has been argued that strategic voting occurs in all types of electoral systems (see Cox, 1997), scholarship on the phenomenon has naturally focused on plurality systems, which provide the greatest incentives for supporters of minor parties to strategically defect from their first preference to a major party with better chances of gaining election.  Estimates of strategic voting under plurality rules range widely but have usually been placed at relatively modest levels of 5-15 percent of the electorate (Cox, 1997, pp. 83-84).  While such low estimates themselves could be taken as evidence of little influence over electoral outcomes, it should be noted that small vote swings can make all the difference in electoral outcomes.  Moreover, as Alvarez, et. al. point out, such low estimates of strategic voting among the whole electorate is to be expected since strategic defection is only appealing to supporters of third parties under particular circumstances, which in most cases involve a small minority of the electorate.  Once opportunity to behave strategically is taken into account, estimates of strategic voting in British elections increase markedly to well over 50 percent among supporters of the third party, the (SDP-Liberal) Alliance (Alvarez, et. al., 2001).  This literature has also gone on to denote the factors influencing the propensity to vote strategically such as education, socioeconomic status, constituency effects (competitiveness of the race), and degree of party identification (see Niemi, et. al., 1992).


While the existence of strategic voting is difficult to challenge (at least in consolidated democracies) its relative impact on electoral outcomes is more open to question.  Kim and Fording offer an analysis of the political impact of strategic voting in Great Britain and find that, despite relatively high estimates of strategic voting by Alliance/SDP voters in the 1980s and 1990s (40-50 percent), strategic voting had a very limited impact on the actual winner of the election.  Less than 2 percent of constituency outcomes would have changed had all voters voted sincerely according to their estimates.  Kim and Fording attribute such modest effects on electoral outcomes to three reasons.  First, since minor party supporters are the prime candidates for strategic behavior there are relatively few voters who are actually in a position to vote strategically.  Second, contextual factors promoting strategic voting such as closeness of one’s party to the leader and competitiveness of the local race often are negatively correlated with one another and thus tend to cancel each other out, reducing strategic voting.  Finally, those who do vote strategically do not defect to the same major party and thus often cancel out the effect of strategic voting on electoral outcomes (Kim and Fording, 2001, pp. 304-306).  In short, this study and others suggest that strategic voting is a rather infrequent phenomenon, practiced by a small portion of the electorate, requiring rather specific conditions, and often having limited effects on electoral outcomes.    


Like Duverger’s Law, strategic voting as an effect of electoral systems can also be challenged on the grounds of generalizability.  There are reasons to believe that voters are unable or unwilling to strategically defect from nonviable parties in transitional democracies with unstructured parties that lack the stability and sources of information necessary for strategic behavior.  Indeed, I used precisely this assumption of an absence of strategic behavior to explain the weak restraint on the number of parties displayed in plurality elections in post-communist democracies.  Duch and Palmer challenge the notion that voters in new democracies do not tend to vote strategically by showing that voters under Hungary’s mixed electoral system have strategically defected from non-viable parties to major parties.  They use survey data to show that Hungarian voters successfully identify situations when strategic voting may be warranted and regularly react to such situations by defecting from their first choice to a major party more capable of winning office.  They estimate that almost 14 percent of Hungarian voters behaved strategically when faced with a “wasted-vote situation” (Duch and Palmer, 2001).  Benoit has shown similar evidence of strategic voting in Hungary (Benoit, 2001).


These studies of Hungary demonstrate that strategic voting is not restricted to Western democracies.  But, there are two reasons for caution in extrapolating too much from the Hungarian experience.  First, Duch and Palmer analyze strategic voting in much the same way as Alvarez, et. al., isolating those voters most likely to strategically defect from their preferred party.  Yet, the former do not find nearly as many voters in this situation who actually engage in strategic voting as the latter (13.6 percent in Hungary versus 52-95 percent of Alliance voters in Great Britain).  Thus, an alternative interpretation of Duch and Palmer is that, while strategic voting exists in Hungary, the rates of strategic voting tend to be much lower than in more established democracies.  Of course, this may be due to particular electoral rules (mixed system in Hungary versus pure plurality in Great Britain).  
Second, within the post-communist world, Hungary is one of the most developed and successful new democracies.  Despite some significant party volatility in its first three elections, the party system is relatively well established compared to other post-communist states (Kitschelt, 1995; Evans and Whitefield 1993).  Independent (nonpartisan) candidates are a rare occurrence and enjoy very little support unlike other post-communist states, most notably Russia and Ukraine (Moser, 1999).  Thus, the existence of strategic voting in Hungary does not necessarily mean that such behavior should be expected in less well developed post-communist states in Eastern Europe or the former Soviet Union.  In fact, a comparison of strategic voting in five mixed electoral systems (Germany, Italy, Japan, Lithuania, and Russia) found much less evidence of the strategic voting in Russia and Lithuania  than in consolidated democracies (Moser and Scheiner, 2000).  This would coincide with findings presented above showing that plurality elections in post-communist states have produced very fragmented electoral competition even at the district level.

IV. Electoral Systems and Women’s Representation


Of course, electoral system effects are not restricted to issues of party system fractionalization and strategic voting.  Scholars have analyzed a number of other effects ranging from the extent of ascriptive representation for minorities to the legislative behavior of representatives.  One issue that has received much attention is the effect electoral systems have on the legislative representation of women.  Cross-national analyses have shown a consistent relationship between the type of electoral system and the proportion of women elected to the legislature.  On average, countries employing party-list proportional representation had more than double the proportion of female legislators (20 percent) of countries using single-member district elections (9 percent) (Rule, 1994, p. 18).  Moreover, women’s representation grew at a dramatically higher rate in countries with PR elections than in countries with SMD elections (Matland and Studlar, 1996, p. 709).  Countries using both PR and SMD elections show a similar divergence in women’s representation between the two electoral systems (Rule, 1987, p. 489).  


Scholars have focused upon a myriad of interrelated features associated with PR systems to account for the system’s greater propensity to produce female legislators.  Some scholars have argued that party list elections mute cultural biases against women by forcing voters to vote for parties rather than individuals.  The candidate-centered elections associated with single-member district elections potentially allow gender to be a much more influential factor in the voting decision, usually to the detriment of women’s chances for election (Norris, 1987, p. 130).  However, there has been significant empirical evidence to suggest that a voter gender bias is no longer a major factor in the election of women to public office in the United States.  If they manage to get their party’s nomination, female candidates of major parties perform as well as their male counterparts (Darcy, Welch, and Clark, 1994, p. 175).  Other explanations have focused on district magnitude, arguing that just as multi-member districts tend to increase the number of parties by reducing the threshold necessary to gain election they also allow more women to be elected (Rule, 1987; Rule, 1994; Engstrom, 1987).


Still others have focused on party behavior under proportional representation.  Parties are deemed more capable of responding to pressures for increased women’s representation if nomination decisions are centralized as they are under PR.  In SMD elections, the nomination process is usually under the control of local party organs or decided in primaries, both of which increase the opportunities for resistance to female candidates (Norris, 1993, pp. 314-315).  Moreover, parties under PR may run women on their lists to balance their ticket to appeal to a broader electorate, a phenomenon that is absent when a single candidate is the center of competition in any one district (Matland and Studlar, 1996, p. 709).  Finally, high rates of incumbency in single-member district elections tend to freeze gender inequalities in place; a problem that is more easily overcome in party-list PR systems which experience greater turnover  (Matland and Studlar, 1996, p. 709; Norris, 1993, pp. 314-315).


Matland and Studlar have integrated these elements of PR elections into a contagion model to explain the higher representation of women in PR elections.  They contend that increases in women representation are initiated by smaller parties committed to the promotion of women.  This commitment to female representation is then emulated by larger parties competing for similar constituencies until the process reverberates along the whole ideological spectrum.  Such contagion is not exclusive to PR systems but is more extensive and spread more quickly in PR systems for several reasons.  The multiple parties often produced under PR systems provide greater opportunities for the emergence of “women-friendly” parties, which tend to be smaller parties that would be shut out of competition in two-party systems usually produced in SMD elections.  Secondly, the centralized control over nominations makes it easier for parties under PR systems to react to stimuli for increasing female representation.  Finally, electoral threats from parties promoting women are more serious in PR elections because of lower disproportionality between votes and seats.  In single-member districts, the priority is finishing first so as to capture the seat.  The margin of victory does not matter.  Thus, in safe districts even substantial defections toward a third party promoting a female candidate does not necessarily challenge the major parties’ share of seats.  In PR systems with large district magnitudes, even small shifts in the proportion of votes may take away seats from the major parties (Matland and Studlar, 1996, pp. 712-713).


Like the other electoral system effects discussed in this paper, one can challenge the generalizability of the argument that PR systems promote greater representation of women.  Matland has shown that there is no systematic relationship between PR and the election of women in less developed countries.  He argues that there may be a minimum threshold of political development that needs to be surpassed before women can effectively organize and use institutions such as the electoral system to further their interests.  Prior to reaching this threshold, factors that commonly affect women’s representation in industrialized democracies do not seem to have an effect in less developed nations (Matland, 1998).  


Comparison of women’s representation in mixed electoral systems offers further evidence that the promotion of women’s representation under PR systems is not a universal phenomenon.  Table 3 shows the percentage of women elected in PR and SMD tiers for eleven elections in eight countries.
  

Insert Table 3 here.

In every case but one (Russia 1995), a greater percentage of women were elected in the PR tier than the SMD tier of mixed systems.  However, there was a stark difference between post-communist states and advanced consolidated democracies.  The difference between the two tiers in consolidated democracies was substantial, more than twice the percentage of women were elected in PR tiers than in SMD tiers; while the difference between the two tiers was not nearly as great for post-communist countries.  


Chi-square tests revealed that in all consolidated democracies one could reject the null hypothesis that the electoral system was unrelated to women’s representation while this null hypothesis could be rejected in only one case among post-communist states, Hungary.  Even in Hungary, this pattern was reversed in the latest elections in which the difference in the proportion of women elected in the PR and SMD tiers was not statistically significant.   Moreover, post-communist states present one case (Russia 1995) in which the relationship runs counter to expectations.  In Russia’s 1995 parliamentary election women gained election in significantly greater proportions in the SMD tier in than in the PR tier.  There was a statistically significant negative relationship between PR and the proportion of women elected to parliament.  This negative relationship between PR and women’s representation is actually present in Russia for all three post-communist elections once one accounts for the anomalous case of the Women of Russia bloc, which gained a significant number of PR seats and virtually no plurality seats in 1993; but faded from the electoral scene after that initial election (Moser, forthcoming).  


These findings suggest that the dynamic between electoral systems and women’s representation works very differently in new democracies than it does in established ones.  This difference may just be a product of the political transition itself and thus diminish once voters adapt to the incentives of their new electoral systems.  However, it is striking that a similar period of adaptation has not seemed necessary for PR to show its pronounced advantages over SMD elections in new mixed systems in consolidated democracies such as Japan and New Zealand.  These findings are important because unlike other developing democracies, post-communist states have provided women with relatively high literacy rates, education, and integration in the workforce.  Moreover, the Russian case suggests that political parties act as a hindrance rather than the vehicle for increased women’s representation that the literature based on Western experience seems to imply (see Moser, forthcoming; Nechemias, forthcoming).

V. Conclusions


This paper has offered a challenge to some of the major hypotheses regarding the effects of electoral system on party fractionalization, strategic voting, and women’s representation by highlighting empirical exceptions to otherwise well established relationships.  The basic argument is a simple one.  I do not deny that electoral systems affect democracies in systematic ways.  Electoral system effects exist and are even widespread; but they are not universal.  Electoral systems are conditioned by their environment, which mitigate or even at times suspend their effects.  This assertion is not new.  As noted in the introduction, Cox has argued that presumed effects of electoral systems are realized only when certain necessary preconditions are met (1997, pp. 96-98).  This paper has merely demonstrated how often there exist circumstances where these preconditions have not been met.

Whether these exceptions constitute a serious challenge to existing theory is a matter of interpretation.  Does the existence of severe party proliferation in the plurality tiers of mixed systems in several post-communist states (as well as Papua New Guinea) constitute a serious threat to Duverger’s Law?  Does the fact that there are more than three viable candidates in a quarter of the districts in well established pure plurality electoral systems like Canada or India mean the general theory should be reconsidered?  Or do these “few” exceptions simply prove the rule?

I argue that serious consideration must be given to the limits of electoral systems under conditions of severe party underdevelopment.  This is particularly important since these are precisely the places where elites are in a position to utilize political science scholarship to instruct their choices of new democratic institutions.  Moreover, even in established democracies the number of instances that diverge from expectations may require scholars to soften the hypothesized outcomes.  We can safely argue that plurality electoral arrangements tend to constrain party proliferation more than PR at the district level under certain conditions.  But can we really expect a definitive number of viable candidates to which electoral systems tend to limit competition?
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� However, SMD systems tend to be more proportional when they are made up of only two parties.





� The Alternative Vote system was used in competitive elections prior to independence and were once again introduced to some degree in 1997 (Reilly, 1997). 


� Canada and India have long been considered exceptions to Duverger’s Law.  But, both were explained away as failures of linkage.  Canada was long considered a disingenuous exception because it was assumed that its national multiparty system was the product of strong regional parties displacing one of the two major national parties as the first or second party in certain constituencies.  It was believed that local bipartism remained intact (Rae, 1970; Lijphart, 1994).  India was a harder exception to explain (see Riker, 1982).  However, Chhibber and Kollman have shown that much of Indian electoral history has been marked by local two candidate competition that was not projected to the national level (Chhibber and Kollman, 1998).  


� The effective number of parties index is calculated by squaring the proportion of the vote or seat shares of each party, adding these together, then dividing 1 by this total:





Nv  = 1/Σ(vi2)  or  Ns = 1/Σ(si2)





See Laakso and Taagepera (1979), Lijphart (1994, pp. 57-72), and Taagepera and Shugart (1989, pp. 77-81, 104-105). 





� .  Ghana and Botswana offer two examples that fall into line with expectations (local two-candidate competition)





� Lithuania changed its SMD tier from a two-round run-off election to a plurality election in 2000. 





� Scholars have tried to replicate this specificity through a generalization of Duverger’s proposition about plurality elections that could be applied to all electoral systems:  the “M + 1 rule” -- the effective number of parties is expected to be no larger than the district magnitude (the number of representative elected per district) plus one (Cox, 1997, p. 99).  I have not examined whether PR and other multimember district systems regularly defy this ceiling at the district level but I would not be surprised if that were the case.  





� The following section draws heavily from my article, “Women’s Representation in Post-communist States,” Electoral Studies (2001), pp. ??.





�.  Chi-square tests were conducted on the relationship between gender (0 – male, 1 – female) and electoral system (0 – plurality, 1 – PR).  Phi is the most appropriate correlation statistic for dichotomous variables approximating correlation coefficient r .   The chi-square statistic is used as the p-value for statistical significance.
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