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Chapter 9
The United States: A Case of Duvergerian
Equilibrinm

Shaun Bowler, Bernard Grofman, and André Blais

Although Duverger’s law seems to apply but only with limitations and qualifications
in the other major democracies, it appears to work perfectly in the USA. There are
four main reasons why this should be so.

First, the political system is oriented toward national politics and toward the
contest for the presidency, a trend that has been especially noticeable from the New
Deal era onward, Chhibber and Kollman (1998) have argued that the more centralized
a federal system is the more likely it is to exhibit comparable levels of competition
at the national as at the state level. This work would suggest that we ought to expect
competition at the state level under the same party labels as the national party as the
USA has grown more centralized. Last, but far from least, the peculiar nature of the
US Electoral College, with its 50 separate winner-take-all elections for the presidency,
may make a substantial impact in reinforcing incentives for two-party competition
at the national level (Neto and Cox 1997).

Second, in the USA, the legal barriers to entry of new parties are especially
strong (Rosenstone et al. 1996), so that it can be argued that the two parties collude
in a managed duopoly. We can distinguish between electoral systems and electoral
laws, i.e., between the algorithm of translating votes into seats and laws on
campaign finance, ballot access, suflrage, and, as the chapter by McDonald notes,
the districting process, etc. In the USA the electoral laws are very supportive of the
existing two-party duopoly.

Third, the conformity to Duverger’s law is more apparent than real. There are
(wo versions of this claim. One version of this argument is seen in the chapter by
Burden and Jones: many electoral contests actually do have more than two con-
tenders, a phenomenon even more cCommon in the first 100 years of the Republic.
A second variant involves the observation that the two major parties we now have
might, for much of their history, actually be better described as coalitions of dis-
parate parts, divided along regional lines. Walter Burns characterized US political
competition in the first part of the twentieth century as a “four party system,” by
which he meant there were northern Democrats and southern Democrats and
northern Republicans and southern Republicans, and party members from the
same region often had more in common with each other than they did with their
fellow party members from the other side of the Mason-Dixon line. While repre-
sentatives and senators who share a party label will probably vote together in the
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legislative organization of Congress, they may have little else in common and
may vote on other matters in ways at variance with the national position of their
party, Not only were southern Democrats always much more conservative than
northern Democrats until quite recently, but they were also more conservative
than Republicans from the northeast. When, in his seminal comparative study of
the politics of 36 long-term democracies, Lijphart (1999) assigned a value to the
effective number of parties in the USA, he chose 2.4, not 2. As explained in the
text, Lijphart made adjustments for parties that are highly factionalized or nonco-
hesive. He viewed the US Democratic Party in most of the post-WWII period as
falling into that category, counting it as one-and-a-half parties instead of as a
single party.

Fourth, the two major US parties have demonstrated themselves especially good
at adapting to the claims of minor parties (Rosenstone et al. 1996) and also at incor-
porating new issue concerns. For example, in the 1930s onward, the Democrats
moved to the left and in so doing took the wind out of the sails of the - predominantly
leftist - minor parties (Hirano and Snyder 2007). And, as noted earlier, the caucus, and
more recently, primary structure within the parties have facilitated such adapatabilty.
For example, it was possible for “New Democrats” to capture control of the
presidential nominating process of their party in 1972, and for religious social
conservatives to exert heavy influence on the Republican party in recent decades.

These four arguments are not mutually exclusive. For example, a national
presidential system can help orient politics toward the national level while regional
variations may well help facilitate shifts in party platform. But the difficulty is that
they do not seem to provide a sufficient explanation for why Duverger s “law” works
with such force in the USA. We can see this by evaluating each argument in turn.

A Historical Development of a National
Orientation Toward Politics

The first of these arguments is to the effect that a national orientation toward
politics has developed post-New Deal in particular. It is difficult to test that
interpretation because many things have changed over the course of the twentieth
century ~ not just the balance of federal and state expenditures and the role of the
federal government. For example, the development of mass media could also be |
seen to help underpin a focus on national politics, especially during the key interwar '
period. To take a small example, Marquis (1984) notes that by 1928 the Republicans
allocated 20% of their campaign expenditures to radio broadcasts (Marquis 1984:
396). Perhaps as many as 40 million people heard Hoover and Smith on election
eve in that year (Marquis 1984: 396), an election in which 36 million votes were
cast. Campaigns, then, seemed to be national affairs quite early on. One would
think, too, that despite the pressing concerns at the state level the period bracketed
by the Civil War through Reconstruction and ending with World War I had a series
of events that focused attention nationally.







