The nature of contemporary politics means that first-past-
the-post is unable to prevent multiparty systems
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Duverger’s law states that a first-past-the-post electoral system — such as the one in use in the UK for Westminster
elections — will support and sustain two party politics. But in recent years, the UK has seen what is essentially a
multi-party system emerge, despite systemic constraints. Christopher Raymond looks at how this has come to
pass, and suggests that electoral reform may result from the political fragmentation.
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One of the largest bodies of research in political science examines the means by which we select our leaders (that
is, countries’ electoral institutions). So vast and refined is this body of research that some have ventured into the
field of electoral engineering—altering the electoral institutions in order to effect changes in the set of choices
available to voters and the way that parties compete with one another. Among the greatest accomplishments in this
field is the identification of recurring patterns in the number of parties that have law-like properties: as stated by
Maurice Duverger, the number of parties in first-past-the-post systems like Britain will not exceed two—and if so,
only for one or two elections until two-party equilibrium is restored.

One immediate challenge to this literature is the fact that most countries using first-past-the-post rules have more
than two parties. To account for the fact that many of these parties receive a relative handful of votes, and therefore
should not be treated as equivalent to those parties that actually stand a chance of forming the government,
scholars have devised measures to account for this (the most frequently used measure being the effective number
of parties). Using such measures, many studies have found that—compared to electoral systems designed to
promote parliamentary representation that is proportional to parties’ vote shares—the (effective) number of parties is
significantly lower in first-past-the-post systems when viewed not only at the national level, but also at the
constituency level (where two-party expectations are most likely to hold).

However, other research has noted that even the effective number of parties may exceed two-party predictions in
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first-past-the-post systems. Despite the demise of the Liberals at mid-century (and again in 2015), Britain’s two-and-
a-half party system has in fact reflected multiparty competition. Accompanied by other studies showing that the
number of parties exceeds two-party predictions in other first-past-the-post systems, this evidence challenges the
conventional wisdom regarding the ability of electoral institutions to constrain the development of multiparty
competition.

In an article recently published in Research & Politics, | examined whether electoral institutions—specifically, the
first-past-the-post system—are capable of preventing the formation of multiparty systems when changes in the
social structure of society put pressure on the formation of third parties. Examining the party systems of several
early-democratising West European polities from the nineteenth to the early twentieth century, | tested whether
multiparty systems would have formed at the constituency level under the first-past-the-post rules that many
countries employed prior to the adoption of proportional representation (or not, as in the case of Britain). These
elections were particularly interesting examples with which to test this argument, as the emergence on the class
cleavage put pressure on the existing conservative and liberal parties and offered electoral potential to social
democratic parties representing the expanding working classes.

Using a measure of the class cleavage known as occupational diversification (the average of the percentage of the
country employed in non-agricultural occupations and the percentage living in urban areas), | tested whether the
development of the class cleavage over time produced multiparty systems (defined as an effective number of parties
significantly greater than two) in the average constituency. As seen in Figure 1, which presents the predicted values
of the effective number of parties across the range of occupational diversification, | found that multiparty systems
would have formed in the average constituency even if countries had not adopted proportional representation. This
finding suggests electoral rules may not be able to constrain the formation of new parties—even at the constituency
level—when changes in the social structure of society put pressure on the party system that would support the
development of new parties.

Figure 1: Predicted Party System Fragmentation across the Range of Occupational Diversification
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Note: dashed lines represent 90% confidence intervals, with a reference line at ENEP = 2.

What lessons does this episode have for contemporary British party politics? For one, these results suggest that
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electoral institutions may not be able to prevent the formation of new parties representing new issues resulting from
changes in society that put pressure on the existing parties. This can be seen in the emergence of challengers to the
existing order on both the right and left by the successful gains made by UKIP and the Greens in the 2015 election.
While we have long known that first-past-the-post systems may increase, not decrease, the chances that parties
representing regional interests—like the SNP—uwiill win representation, this finding demonstrates that the number of
parties may exceed two-party predictions at the constituency level when societal pressures are felt to at least some
degree in constituencies nationwide.

Moreover, these results suggest that the impact of these social changes may be long-lasting. In the case of Western
Europe at the turn of the twentieth century, the emergence of the class cleavage produced socialist parties that
became permanent features of the party system (and, in many cases, these countries’ largest parties). Like with the
parties representing the working classes at the start of the twentieth century, the social changes underpinning
support for UKIP and the Greens may have similar longevity, suggesting these parties are here to stay for the
foreseeable future. If true, this would mean that elections are likely to be fragmented to the same degree as they
were in 2015, which in turn could make the unpredictability of future governments under a first-past-the-post system
a permanent feature of British elections.

It is even possible these levels of fragmentation will put pressure on governments to adopt proportional
representation—in much the same way as it did to democracies on the continent at the turn of the twentieth century.

This post represents the views of the authors and not those of Democratic Audit UK or the LSE. Please read our
comments policy before posting.

Christopher D. Raymond is Lecturer in Politics at Queen’s University Belfast.
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