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Following Kreuzer’s (2010) methodological pleas, I first reflect, at the conceptual level, on the ways
in which historical research and political science should be related to each other. I then apply some
of those considerations to examine two key “moments” in the theory (and history) of institutional

choice that I first presented in Boix (1999): the underlying conditions that shaped the interests of different
parties toward proportional representation, and the process through which those interests were translated
into actual legislative decisions.

Besides making a welcome contribution to cur-
rent debates on the choice of electoral institu-
tions, “Historical Knowledge and Quantitative

Analysis: The Case of the Origins of Proportional Rep-
resentation” (Kreuzer 2010) has important method-
ological implications for the study of politics. In this
rejoinder, I build on Kreuzer’s article in two steps. First,
I reflect, at a conceptual level, on why and how histor-
ical research and political science are tightly related to
each other. Second, I apply some of those ideas to the
reexamination of the process through which propor-
tional representation (PR) was introduced in advanced
democracies at the turn of the 20th century.

HISTORICAL RESEARCH AND
POLITICAL SCIENCE

From a methodological point of view, the study of
politics is witnessing an emerging (even if tentative)
consensus in the past few years. On the one hand, most
researchers now accept that standard large–N statis-
tical methods are necessary to establish the existence
of empirical regularities. On the other hand, they also
acknowledge that the historical analysis of an event
or set of events may have several advantages over
quantitative analysis: it reduces measurement error,
it helps sort observationally equivalent theories, and it
may have a generative role in the production of theory.1
As a result, the use of qualitative evidence has spread
from historical institutionalism, where it was always
one of its constitutive elements (Hall and Taylor 1996),
to the rest of the discipline, mainly under the banner
of “analytic narratives” or “rational choice history”
(Bates et al. 2000; Elster 2000).

In arguing (conceptually and through an enlighten-
ing discussion on the adoption of PR) that “the qual-
ity of quantitative research directly depends on the
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closeness of its dialogue with historical knowledge”
(Kreuzer 2010, 383), Kreuzer also insists on the role
that historical research plays in generating and testing
theoretical propositions. However, in what I judge to
be a more ambitious move, he maintains that historical
work, when properly conducted, may be a particularly
suitable method to test the causal structures of a large
swath of the theoretical work currently done in po-
litical science. The crux of this position can be stated
succinctly. Although still crucial for testing many causal
propositions, standard statistical methods may be in-
adequate to capture the underlying strategic structure
that characterizes most, if not all, political (and, for
that matter, social) events. That is, they may be insuf-
ficient to fully identify the players of the game; inspect
their beliefs, payoffs, and alternative strategies; prop-
erly examine the sequence of decisions; and verify the
equilibrium conditions of the final outcome.2

To pin down the methodological consequences of
that claim, let me turn to the debate over the causes be-
hind electoral reform. In Boix (1999), I argued that PR
was adopted when the emergence of social democratic
parties threatened the electoral and parliamentary via-
bility of already established parties. I then verified that
claim employing a cross-sectional regression in which
the main variable of interest was an interactive term
(of left threat and nonleft fragmentation). Drawing
on detailed historical evidence, Kreuzer replicates my
data collection and indeed confirms the model (after
correcting for measurement error and subjecting it to
several robustness checks), showing that it outperforms
all other available explanations. Still, it is evident, in
light of Kreuzer’s analysis, that the statistical model I
employed was too blunt a tool to validate the main
theoretical variables that shaped the electoral viability
of parties and, therefore, their incentives to block or
initiate an electoral reform: their spatial location, level
of voter support, and potential capacity to become the
focal point around which nonsocialist voters coordi-
nate. Naturally, nothing prevents us from devising the
appropriate econometric tests to estimate the effect of
such things as electoral location, voter strength, or the
mechanical effects of electoral rules on every party’s
position toward PR. (I tackle such a strategy later in

2 Signorino (1999) makes a similar claim in the field of international
relations. He does not defend a shift to historical work, though, but
rather the refinement of statistical methods to make them as close as
possible to the concept of strategic interaction.
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this response.) However, that task becomes more ar-
duous to accomplish for other steps in the historical
sequence that led to PR: examining the incentives of
individual parliamentarians, understanding how they
were aggregated at the party level, disentangling their
“true” preferences from strategic behavior, and recon-
structing the institutional process through which PR
made it into law. Even if each element can be treated
statistically, all must be reconciled through some kind
of (theoretically informed) historical narrative. In fact,
employing standard econometric techniques may even
be impractical if PR was one of the several measures
of electoral reform (e.g., upper house reform, execu-
tive veto, malapportionment, universal suffrage) par-
ties were interested in—there we are confronted with
several dependent variables and a complex system of
equations to be developed.

Kreuzer’s insistence on history as a tool to probe the
causal structure of politics implies a more demanding
application of historical knowledge that is common in
our discipline (and also increasingly so in economics).
A substantial number of articles (and books) are now
built as a combination of some (either formalized or
nonformal) theory followed by a brief description of
a few cases that appear to corroborate the main point
(or one of the main points) of the model. The problem
that such a methodological strategy faces is that, even if
the procedure applied to select cases is the proper one
(Fearon and Laitin 2009), historical narratives are so
rich in content (i.e., they contain so many potential ex-
planatory variables) that one can find almost all kinds
of causal stories in them. Hence, if we want to apply any
kind of historical evidence in a fruitful manner (i.e., to
achieve the self-ascribed goals of political science), our
use of history should track, to employ some microeco-
nomic terminology, the structure of comparative statics
analysis. As is well known, the latter consists of the
examination of how outcomes (or equilibria) change
with respect to changes in the parameters of the model.
Similarly, our historical and qualitative information
must be deployed to show how a shift in one part
of the game (e.g., the payoffs of politicians) changes
another part of the underlying strategic structure (e.g.,
certain partisan decisions). To go back to the case of
PR, merely describing an episode of electoral reform
(or describing several episodes sequentially) will not
suffice. The historical evidence should be organized
to show that theory and evidence are well aligned with
each other throughout the different “moments” that in-
tegrate a model of electoral choice: the relevant actors
(parliamentarians and party organizations), the initial
electoral market and the corresponding preferences of
parties, their beliefs about the effects of reform, and
the nods of the reform game. To accomplish this, the
researcher will typically have to craft the historical
study as a sequence of cross-country comparisons of
the parameters that are relevant at each nod of the
underlying game that has been put forward.3

3 It is striking to notice that even Barrington Moore, arguably the
founder of modern historical sociology, did not construct his book on

In the remainder of this rejoinder, I attempt to satisfy
Kreuzer’s methodological “plea” as to how to employ
history in the study of politics, hopefully exemplifying
how this type of historical research may be done in gen-
eral. I do so through the examination of two key “mo-
ments” in the comparative history of electoral reform.
First, I describe the expected interests of different par-
ties (conservatives, liberals, and Christian Democrats)
toward PR as a function of their position in the elec-
toral market. I employ detailed historical evidence to
corroborate the plausibility of the model. That discus-
sion is followed by the statistical analysis of the extent
to which those “objective” conditions were correlated
with the public positions political parties assumed to-
ward the adoption of PR.4 Second, I indicate how those
partisan preferences were translated (through partisan
strategic interactions in the context of different consti-
tutions and legislative settings) into actual policy out-
comes. Although those two crucial dimensions of elec-
toral reform do not encompass all components of the
strategic game of electoral reform, their historical anal-
ysis shows that the theoretical explanation I offer [and
that relies on the model in Boix (1999)] matches the
country-by-country episodes of electoral reform (or
nonreform) of the period under analysis.5 In line with
Kreuzer’s predictions, those two examples also show
that a more thorough engagement with history (ideally
informed by some theoretical model) has a positive
impact on theory formation: it pushes the researcher
to generate a much richer theoretical understanding
of the political events under study. In the particular
case of PR, it has led me to differentiate more clearly
between types of electoral markets, pay attention to
individual versus party preferences, consider the way
in which preference heterogeneity was reconciled, and
examine the constraints that institutions imposed on
all players.

STRUCTURE OF ELECTORAL MARKETS
AND PARTY INTERESTS

Until the turn of the twentieth century, elections were
contested and parliamentary seats were allocated un-
der plurality or majoritarian rules everywhere. Given
the coordination properties of those rules (Cox 1997;
Duverger 1954), the already established parties had
strong incentives to maintain them. However, the

the origins of democracy on full historical cases, but rather through
the selection and examination of what he deemed to be theoretically
pivotal events (Moore 1966).
4 In this article, I focus on the preferences and policy responses of
nonsocialist partiés. Penadés (2008) explores the incentives behind
the support of socialist parties for PR. I integrate his insights in the
statistical analysis I conduct here.
5 In Kreuzer’s historical section, nine cases confirm my theory (Aus-
tralia, Belgium, Canada, Japan, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Nor-
way, Sweden, and the United States), five partially confirm it (Aus-
tria, Finland, France 1919, Germany, and Italy), and seven disconfirm
it (Denmark, France 1928, Greece, Iceland, Ireland, Switzerland, and
the United Kingdom). I show, however, that except for France 1928
(which in fact belongs to a different category because it is an episode
that results in less proportionality), Greece, and Japan, the other
cases fit the theory developed in Boix (1999).
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decision of trade unions, which had so far supported lib-
eral candidates, to endorse strictly working class politi-
cal platforms led to the emergence of social democracy
as a viable political alternative, the transformation of
the structure of electoral competition in most advanced
countries, and the erosion of the electoral advantage
that the existing majoritarian rules conferred to nonso-
cialist parties.6 In turn, those changes pushed electoral
reform to the forefront of the political agenda of non-
socialist parties (and many socialist parties as well) in
all countries except those where socialist parties were
small or did not exist (Canada, Greece, Japan, and the
United States).

The electoral growth of social democracy was a nec-
essary but not sufficient condition to obtain PR. Parties
favored PR as a function of two conditions, which I
present in Boix (1999) and now further elaborate on:
first, the type of electoral market in which the old par-
ties competed with each other, and second, the extent
to which the old parties shared voters with the new
party (which, to a good extent, was a function of the
breadth of the franchise).7

For the sake of simplicity, we can classify electoral
markets into two broad types: “segmented” and “com-
petitive”. A segmented electoral arena is one in which
the support of each party is highly concentrated in a
particular geographic area or social sector. As a result,
vote flows across parties are minimal. A competitive
or shared electoral market is one in which parties
contend for the vote of at least some fraction of the
electorate. As I discuss later, almost all parties ran
candidates in both types of constituencies (competitive
and noncompetitive). However, one of the two kinds
generally prevailed within each party, therefore deter-
mining the overall incentives of each party toward PR.
Still, whenever those two types of constituencies were
equally important to the party (as in the case of cross-
class parties) and the party was decentralized, parties
tended to split internally over PR.

In segmented markets, the position of each party
toward PR should have been simply determined by
the extent to which the new entrant (a social demo-
cratic party) threatened its hegemony in its electoral
segment. In more competitive electoral arenas, the po-
sition of old or established parties was shaped by the ex-
tent to which they were dominant in the electoral arena
(vis-à-vis the other old parties) conditional on the entry

6 The successful emergence of socialist parties, which was condi-
tional on the existence of universal or quasiuniversal male suffrage,
occurred in Germany in the late 1870s (and definitely after the Social
Democratic party was legalized again in 1890); in Belgium, Denmark,
New South Wales, and Norway in the 1890s; and in Australia, Great
Britain, France, and Sweden in the 1900s and 1910s (Bartolini 2000;
Boix 2007; Luebbert 1991).
7 Notice that the kind of electoral reform that was passed was bound
by the following condition (which I do not model here): the governing
coalition did not approve any electoral laws that distorted the existing
system of representation to the point of making it “undemocratic” if
it preferred democracy to manipulation (Boix 2003). That implies, in
turn, that if nonruling parties could, by their organization, strength,
and actual behavior (e.g., calling for a general strike), change the
costs of (non)democratization, they could also shape, with more or
less success, the nature of electoral reform.

of third parties. A dominant party was the party that
could become the focal point around which nonsocialist
voters would eventually coordinate. Dominant parties
should have had a strong incentive to block PR on the
expectation that the status quo would let them absorb
all or most of the voters of a nondominant old party. In
turn, nondominant parties should have preferred PR.

I use the average level of geographic concentration
of parties (ranging from 0 to 1, with the latter indi-
cating that party i received all support from a single
constituency) before World War I to proxy for the type
of electoral market in which each party operated.8 The
measure is reported in Table 1, Column 4. Column 1
lists countries and Column 3 enumerates those political
parties of some significance, that is, those that polled
5% or more of the votes in the election before World
War I or in the election before the electoral reform if
the latter took place before 1910.9 A higher level of
concentration implies a more segmented, less compet-
itive electoral market.

Segmented Electoral Markets

Given that socialist parties grew, with the exception of
Finland, in industrial working class constituencies and
in segmented markets, urban-based traditional parties
should have pushed for PR to minimize their losses
at the parliamentary level. In contrast, rural parties
should have supported the status quo.10 Rural parties
should have also preferred non-PR rules for two
additional reasons. First, they discouraged ambitious
politicians from breaking away from their own party.
Second, the process of industrialization and the
migration to cities intensified the overrepresentation
of rural-based parties over time—in Germany, for
example, the malapportionment index grew from 7%
in 1871 to 20% in 1912.

As theoretically expected, the Belgian, Dutch, and
German liberal parties, all of which had their elec-
toral strongholds in cities, were consistently in favor
of adopting PR as soon as social democratic parties
started to make large inroads in working class con-
stituencies (Carstairs 1980; Daalder 1990; Goblet 1900;

8 The index of geographic concentration of party i or G is

G =
n∑

1

|vn − pni|/2 ∗ (1 − min(vn)),

where n is the number of districts, vn is the share of voters in each
district over total number of voters in the country, pni is the share of
voters for party i in each district over total voters for party i in the
country, and min(vn) is the smallest vn across all districts. The index
is calculated for the election before World War I or the one before
the electoral reform if the latter took place before 1910.
9 There are two exceptions to that rule. In Germany, I include the
Conservative party even though it had less than 5% of the votes
because of its role in the government of Prussia. In France, I examine
political families instead of parties because a considerable number
of MPs ran in very fragmented or loose coalitions.
10 For a detailed analysis of the distribution of vote shares by geo-
graphic location and the influence that pattern had on party positions
toward electoral reform, see Rodden (2009b).
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TABLE 1. Electoral Markets and Partisan Preferences Toward Proportional Representation

Country
Percent Adult Men

Enfranchised in 1900 Partyd

Index of
Geographical
Concentration

Was the Party
Vulnerable to Socialist

Party?e
Did Party Favor PR?

(Actual position)e

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Australia Over 90 Antisocialists 0.26 No No
Free Trade 0.42 No No
Liberals 0.11 No No
Protectionists 0.42 Partly No

Austria 83 Catholics 0.18 Partly Yes
German Nation. 0.23 No NA

Belgium 91 Catholics 0.14 No (before 1894) No
Yes, urban wing (after

1894)
Divided

Liberals 0.17 No (before 1894) No
Yes (after 1894) Yes

Canada Over 90 Conservatives n.a. No No
Liberals n.a. No No

Denmark 87 Moderate Venstre 0.73 No No
Hojre 0.43 No (before 1901) No

Yes (before 1901) Yes
Rad Venstre 0.59 No No
Venstre 0.38 No No

France 88 Center 0.47 Partly No
Center Right
Anticlerical

0.78 No Yes

Catholic 0.73 No Yes
Radicals 0.34 No No
Right 0.92 No Yes

Germany 94 Conservatives 0.70 No No
German Empire 0.85 No No
National Liberals 0.54 No (before 1890) No

Yes (after 1890) Yes
Progress / Liberal 0.49 No (before 1890) No

Yes (after 1890) Yes
Zentrum 0.61 No Yes (after 1913)

Iceland 28 (90a) Conservative 0.15 Yes, urban wing Divided
Progressive 0.48 No No

Italy 27 Catholics 0.49 Partly Yes
Liberals 0.09 Yes Yes

Japan ca. 5 Seiyukai n.a. No Yes
Kensekai n.a. No Yes
Kakushin n.a. No Yes
Seiyū-honō n.a. No No

Netherlands 51 ARP 0.28 No Yes
Catholics 0.39 No Yes
CHU 0.40 No Yes
Liberals 0.26 No (before 1913) No

Yes (after 1913) Yes
New Zealand Over 90 Conserv./Reform n.a. No No

Liberal n.a. No (before 1912) No
Yes (after 1912) Yes

Norway 90 (45b) Conservatives 0.21 No No
Liberals 0.23 No (before 1900) No

Yes (after 1900) Yes
Sweden 25 Conservatives 0.18 No (before 1900)

Yes (after 1900) Yes
Liberals 0.14 No No

Switzerland 79 Catholics 0.63 No (before 1908) No
Yes, urban wing (after
1908)

Yes

Democrats 0.74 No (before 1908) No
Yes (after 1908) Yes

Radicals 0.21 No No
UK 63 Conservatives 0.16 No No

Liberals 0.22 No (before 1918) No
Yes (after 1918) Yes

USA 90/<10c Democrats n.a. No No
Republicans n.a. No No

a In 1916.
b In 1899.
c Around 90 percent for white men in non-Southern states; 10 percent or less for black men in the South (Boix 2003; Keyssar
2000).
d The parties coded are those polling 5 percent or more of the votes in the last election before World War One or in the election
before the electoral reform if the latter took place before 1910. The rule has two exceptions: I include the German Conservatives
because of their pivotal role in Prussia (which had a key constitutional role in Germany); in France, I examine political families
instead of parties since a considerable number of MPs ran under very loose political coalitions.
e For those countries where a socialist party grew to poll over 15 percent of the vote, I report the vulnerability and the actual
position of non-socialist parties both for the period before the socialist party crossed that threshold and for the period after it had.
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Hermens 1941; Rustow 1950).11 Similarly, Denmark’s
Højre, also urban based, was frantically in favor of PR
after the rise of the Socialist party reduced its share
of seats in Copenhagen city and province from 71% in
1890 to just 25% after 1895 (Elklit 2002, 134–36). In
Iceland, urban-based Conservatives also favored PR
(Hardarson 2002, 137).

In contrast, and in line with the set of incentives
stated previously, Venstre, the Danish equivalent to
the Liberal party and a farmers’ party, supported the
status quo up until the 1915/1920 reforms (Elklit 2002,
30–39). The growth of social democracy did not affect
it directly, and the existing majoritarian system allowed
it to curb the growth of Radical Venstre, which broke
away from Venstre in 1905 and represented urban rad-
ical and agricultural laborers (and that maintained an
electoral alliance with the Socialist party until the full
introduction of PR in 1920) (Luebbert 1987). In fact,
because its support was concentrated outside Copen-
hagen’s metropolitan area, in the first reform of 1915,
Venstre accepted introducing PR in that area in ex-
change for the maintenance of plurality rule in the rest
of the country (Elklit 2002, 34–36). Iceland’s agrarian
Progressives (as well as some Conservative MPs from
rural areas) were against PR (Hardarson 2002, 137). In
Switzerland, the Radicals, who were hegemonic among
Protestant urban upper and rural middle strata and,
therefore, well sheltered from the growth of the Social-
ist party, opposed PR. Under the two-round majority
system in place, they usually won less than half of all
votes but more than 60% of all seats (Lutz 2004, 283–
85). Finally, in France, the secular center parties and the
Radicals, both of which relied heavily on the French
peasantry, resisted the introduction of PR soon after
it made its way into parliamentary discussions in 1907
(Buell 1920; Stuart 1920).12

In contrast to urban and rural parties, cross-class,
cross-sector parties should have been internally di-
vided toward PR. Indeed that was the case for the
Belgian and Italian Christian democrats, whose elec-
toral basis was fairly distributed across the country. The
Belgian Catholic party was split between rural repre-
sentatives, who benefited substantially from plurality
rule, and Brussels parliamentarians, whose seats were
directly jeopardized by the formation of a Liberal-
Socialist cartel. A first proposal (very similar to the
Danish solution of 1915) that only introduced PR in
urban districts failed to pass. The second and definitive

11 Notice that in Belgium both the Liberal and Catholic parties had
a low index of geographic concentration. However, an ecological
inference analysis of their interelection flows reveals that they had
extremely stable and loyal electorates (Boix 2004). This puts Belgium
in the camp of segmented electoral arenas.
12 In the general election of 1914, proportional representation be-
came, jointly with foreign policy and military conscription, such a
major campaign issue that most candidates took a public position
on the issue. A statistical analysis of the position of the elected
candidates shows that being an anticlerical Republican or a Radical
MP increased the probability of opposing PR by 50%. However,
that probability declined if their constituencies had a strong Socialist
presence or were mostly urban; for example, no Radical elected in
Paris rejected PR.

project, imposed by the urban wing of the party with the
frontal opposition of most rural Catholic MPs, estab-
lished PR nationally, but tailored the size of districts to
minimize its effects in rural constituencies: two thirds of
all districts had 4 or fewer seats (Carstairs 1980; Goblet
1900; Woeste 1933). In Italy, support for the Popular
party was thinly spread across the country (mostly ow-
ing to the recent creation of the party), and there were
only local strongholds in the rural districts of North-
ern and Central Italy: the few Catholic MPs present
in the 1913 parliament favored PR (Hermens 1941,
155).

In Germany, the Netherlands, and Switzerland,
Christian democratic parties were geographically con-
centrated and relatively unaffected by the growth of
socialism in their own constituencies. They should have
preferred a majoritarian system. Still, in Switzerland,
the national Catholic party campaigned for PR in the
three referenda of 1900, 1910, and 1918. Its support for
PR has to be interpreted as a strategy to dislodge the
Radical party, which had controlled the federal gov-
ernment since 1848, from power. However, in several
cantons such as Luzern and Fribourg, where the ma-
joritarian system rewarded the Catholic party, the lo-
cal organization actually campaigned against PR (Lutz
2004, 285–86). Germany’s Zentrum opposed PR until
1913—it is possible that its policy shift responded, as
in the Swiss case, to an interest in breaking the hold
that Liberals and Protestant Conservatives maintained
over the imperial executive. In the Netherlands, the
two main Protestant parties, ARP and CHU, were no-
toriously hurt by the structure of constituencies and
their rather dispersed electoral base—their seat share
in parliament was about 25% lower than their vote
share—and this may have contributed to their support
for PR.

Competitive Markets (1): Broad Franchise
and Center-Based Old Parties

Consider now the case of electoral arenas where the
old parties’ electorates are, to some extent, overlap-
ping. The dominant party should prefer the status quo
to squeeze the other party out of the electoral arena.
Dominance is a function of, at least, two things: the
party’s position in the policy space and the size of
the overall electoral space. To see why, assume a one-
dimensional space (left–right) with two old parties,
liberals and conservatives, and a new contestant, the
socialist party. Consider first the case in which the
franchise is already quite broad (perhaps universal)
and in which liberal and conservative platforms are
already distributed, with some divergence, around the
median voter (of the whole space). (Column 2 in Table
1 displays the percentage of enfranchised men around
1900.) At some point, trade unions shift from endors-
ing liberal candidates to supporting socialist politicians:
former left-wing liberal voters now vote for the latter,
the liberal base shrinks, and this decline pushes mod-
erate voters to rally around the conservative platform.
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Hence, the conservative party, which is the dominant
party, should reject PR. The reverse applies to the lib-
eral party.

Those theoretical expectations match the cases of
Britain, New Zealand, and Australia. After the min-
ers’ unions began endorsing Labour candidates in a
few constituencies in the 1900s, the British Liberal
party attempted to amend the plurality system with
an alternative vote system (Morris 1921). This would
have maintained the Liberal lead in the Left camp, al-
lowed Labour to pick some seats, and minimized their
joint losses against Conservative candidates in three-
cornered fights (Blewett 1972). After World War I,
however, with Labour running its own candidates in
most districts and Liberals split between Asquithians
and LloydGeorgians, most Liberal MPs changed their
mind and restlessly pursued a change in the electoral
system. In fact, they supported the first Labour cabinet
in 1923–24, conditional on the passage of a PR bill.
In contrast, Conservatives opposed any change: in the
famous Carlton Hotel meeting of 1922, Conservative
MPs (particularly those who held safe constituencies)
voted to abandon a Liberal-Conservative coalition by
an overwhelming majority, convinced that the exist-
ing electoral system would make them the front run-
ners against Labour in the impeding general election
(Butler 1963, 40–48, 58–67; Cook 1975, 175 ff.; Pugh
1978).

Until World War I, Liberals dominated New
Zealand’s political arena based on a coalition of small
farmers and urban workers. In response to the grad-
ual rise of Labour, the Liberal premier introduced a
two-round majoritarian system in 1908 to reduce the
dangers of a split Left vote. Once all socialist platforms
joined the “United Labour Party” in 1912, the Liberal
party committed to PR in the 1914 electoral campaign.
Yet, as in the United Kingdom, the Reform Party’s long
tenure in power from 1912 to 1928 made it impossible
for Liberals to reform the electoral law and forced
them, after a gradual process of decline, to merge
with the former into the National Party (Milne 1966,
28–48).

In Australia, the structure of electoral competi-
tion was also one of broad suffrage with a domi-
nant party blocking any electoral reform; however,
in that case, the identity of the dominant party var-
ied regionally. The Protectionist party outvoted Free
Trade (renamed the Anti-Socialist party in 1906) by
a ratio of 3 to 1 in Victoria. In turn, Free Trade
votes doubled those of Protectionists in the rest of
the country. The rise of Labor eroded the support
of both parties, but each one became the focal point
of nonsocialist voters in a different part of Australia.
As in the cases of the British and New Zealan-
der Liberal parties, the Australian Protectionist party
first floated a system of preferential voting. However,
as Labour become stronger, the Anti-Socialists agreed
to support the status quo in trade policy and Radi-
cal Protectionist MPs (mostly from Victoria) joined
the Labor ranks, fusion among the two non-Socialist
parties was swiftly achieved in 1909, with each party
withdrawing their candidates in their nonhegemonic

states (La Nauze 1965; Loveday 1977; Overacker
1952).

Competitive Markets (2): Narrow Franchise
and Right-Based Old Parties

The identity of the dominant party (and its position
toward PR) differed in those countries where the elec-
toral market was competitive but the franchise re-
mained relatively narrow (until the turn of the twenti-
eth century). Because the right to vote was based on an
income or property requirement, both the voters and
liberal and conservative parties were concentrated in
the right segment of the electoral space. Accordingly,
when the franchise was sharply expanded, the liberal
party usually became the dominant party to combat
union-endorsed socialist candidates because it was the
only one that could attract voters on its left—and could
therefore absorb the strategic vote of conservative vot-
ers as well. Under this structure of competition, con-
servatives should have favored PR, and liberals should
have opposed it.

That story fits the case of Sweden. Although not
completely nationalized in terms of their electoral base,
Swedish Liberals and Conservatives used to have partly
overlapping electorates, at least in towns and among
some agrarian strata (Boix 2004; Lewin, Jansson, and
Sörbom 1972). However, because Conservatives were
wedded to the old constitutional order, they were be-
lieved to be at an electorate disadvantage and hence
fought for and indeed imposed (with the aid of the
upper house, which they controlled) PR, as the fran-
chise was sharply broadened from around one-third to
three-fourths of adult males in 1911. Liberals, instead,
assuming that the expansion of suffrage rights would
work to their benefit, defended the status quo (Lewin
1988, 71–87; Verney 1957, 138–69).

Halfway between Britain and Sweden, Norway fits a
similar pattern of strategic behavior. After the propor-
tion of enfranchised men doubled to about 90% in 1899
and unions broke away from Liberal candidates, Social-
ist candidates rapidly controlled urban working class
constituencies (Luebbert 1991). Still, it was only after
the Norwegian Labour party increased its share of the
national vote from less than 10% in 1903 to more then
32% in 1915, and given that the political antagonisms
between the urban and rural areas made a nonsocialist
coalition impossible, that Liberals accepted PR “not
(by) a sense of equalitarian justice but [by] the fear
of rapid decline with further Labour advances across
the majority threshold” (Rokkan 1970, 158; see also
Aardal 2002, 183–86).

Italian Liberals, who had no independent conserva-
tive party to their right, also supported PR as a way to
minimize the effects of introducing universal male suf-
frage, which tripled the number of enfranchised men,
after World War I. This was particularly true for Liberal
MPs of Northern and Central Italy, “afraid that, with
the majority system in force, the two mass parties, the
Socialists and the ‘Popolari’, would sweep” the con-
stituencies of those areas (Hermens 1941, 156–57).
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Robustness Check

The historical analysis of the cases seems to support
very well the theory—with the exception, perhaps, of
several Christian democratic parties and part of the
French legislature. To check the robustness of the the-
ory, Column 5 (in Table 1) summarizes the theoretical
expectations by indicating how vulnerable each party
was to the entry of a socialist party. To recap what has
otherwise been developed previously in detail, parties
were not vulnerable if there was no socialist threat (e.g.,
Japan), they were rural (e.g., Denmark’s Venstre), or
they could become a focal point of nonsocialist voters
(e.g., Britain’s Tories). Otherwise, they are coded as
vulnerable (or partly vulnerable if only some of their
members faced a direct threat from socialist parties).13

According to our theoretical expectations, being vul-
nerable should push a party to support PR. Column 6
reports every party’s public position toward PR. Those
cases in which the party is “objectively” vulnerable
and ended up supporting PR are predictive successes
and are marked in italics. The success rate is very
high. Among nonsocialist parties, 80% of those that
should have opposed PR positioned themselves pub-
licly against PR, and 100% of those that benefited from
it pushed for its adoption. When we include socialist
parties [coded following Penadés (2008)], the success
rates are 76% and 100%, respectively.

Table 2 checks the robustness of the theoretical
model by regressing the position publicly favored by
the party on whether the party was “objectively” vul-
nerable. Both measures take the value of 0 (against
PR), 1 (party divided over PR), and 2 (in favor of PR).
The analysis includes the following control variables:
size of the country, party ideology (ranging from 1 for
Extreme Left to 7 for Extreme Right), per capita income
in 1900, logged value of trade openness in 1913, logged
value of population in 1913, and the measures of co-
ordination developed by Cusack, Iversen, and Soskice
(2007) and by Martin and Swank (2008). In the data set,
each party from a country without a significant socialist
party (one getting more than 15% of the vote) is coded
as a single observation or data point. In the remaining
countries, parties are coded twice: first, for the period
without a socialist party, and, again, for the period with
a socialist party. Results do not change if we exclude
the data points for a period without a socialist threat
in those countries in which socialist parties eventually
became a threat.

Table 2 reports two estimations: the first is based on
nonsocialist parties, and the second adds socialist par-
ties [coded in their position following Penadés’ (2008)
classification]. Party preferences are certainly shaped
by the strategic model that I elaborated. Whereas the
probability that a party harmed by PR would support
it is only 16%, the probability that a party benefited
by PR would lobby for it reaches 99% (holding all

13 Finland and Ireland are excluded because their electoral laws were
adopted under foreign control (Russia) and at the time of de facto in-
dependence, respectively. The British parliament approved the Irish
system in the Government of Ireland Bill of 1920.

TABLE 2. Electoral Vulnerability and
Partisan Positions Toward Proportional
Representation

Model 1 Model 2

Non-socialist
parties All parties

Party Vulnerable to 2.018∗∗∗ 2.079∗∗∗

Socialist Entrya (0.607) (0.554)
Political Ideology −0.000 −0.001

(0.177) (0.115)
Coordination Index −0.092 −0.047

(0.133) (0.126)
Log of Population in 1913 0.564∗∗∗ 0.490∗∗∗

(0.183) (0.170)
Log of Trade in 1913 1.898∗∗∗ 1.709∗∗∗

(0.625) (0.602)
Ethnic Fractionalization −1.099 −1.396

(1.373) (1.255)
CUT-OFF POINTS:
First Threshold (Harmed 9.262 8.374

vs. Divided) (3.172) (2.747)
Second Threshold 9.404 8.498

(Divided vs. Benefited) (3.180) (2.753)
Log likelihood −32.252 −36.062
Number of obs = 71 85
LR chi2(6) = 46.91 60.91
Prob > chi2 = 0.000 0.000
Pseudo R2 = 0.421 0.458

Estimation: Ordered Probit. Standard errors in parentheses.
aIn second column the variable is: for non-socialist parties,
vulnerability; for socialist parties, party predicted to favor PR
according to Penadés (2008).
∗∗∗p < 0.01.

other variables at their median values). Neither the
Cusack-Iversen-Soskice index of coordination nor eth-
nic fractionalization is statistically significant.14 Trade
is statistically significant and, corroborating Rogowski
(1987), positively correlated with the likelihood of pre-
ferring PR. Population is significant and, contrary to
received wisdom (Dahl and Tufte 1973), it increases
the probability of supporting PR.15

ENACTING PROPORTIONAL
REPRESENTATION

The alignment of party preferences, shaped by their
strategic concerns, was crucial to determining the for-
tunes of electoral reform in the advanced world at the

14 The Martin-Swank index is statistically significant, but the coeffi-
cient is negative: higher levels of coordination reduce the likelihood
of adopting PR. An additional variable not reported here, the vote–
seat ratio (before the passage of reform or before World War I,
when no reform was introduced), which Calvo (2009) finds relevant
for Belgium, turns out be statistically not significant. Results are
available on request.
15 The effect of trade is small: moving from the first to the third
quartile in trade values in the sample increases the probability of
supporting PR by 15%. Population has a bigger effect: a similar
movement increases the probability by 35%.

410



American Political Science Review

TABLE 3. Enacting Proportional Representation

Country Lower Chamber

Upper Chamber &
Executive Veto

(if any) Other Change to PR?

Australia Status quo majority Status quo majority No
Canada Status quo majority Status quo majority No
New Zealand Status quo majority Status quo majority No
Switzerland Status quo majority Status quo majority Referendum 1918
UK Status quo majority Status quo majority No
France PR majority Status quo majority Minimal 1919
Italy Liberal majority - PR Liberal majority - PR 1919
Belgium Urban Catholics favor

PR
PR majority 1899

Denmark Left + Højre Højre softens universal
suffrage conditions

1915

Iceland Conservative + Social
Democrats

1942

Sweden Conservatives favor
PR. Liberals,
plurality. Cabinet
buys off marginal
Liberals.

Conservative (pro PR) 1910

Netherlands Liberals concede on
religious issue

1918

Germany PR majority since 1913 Controlled by Prussia,
in turn dominated by
Conservatives

PR majority only
possible after war
and defeat

1919

Austria PR majority during war Imperial ‘veto’ PR only possible after
war and defeat

1918

turn of the 20th century. However, the actual intro-
duction of PR also depended on each country’s spe-
cific constitutional system and, particularly, on both the
partisan composition of parliament and actual parlia-
mentary negotiations taking place within each chamber
and across chambers. Table 3 summarizes the process
of electoral reform across countries.

In six countries, the pro-PR party (or parties) never
had a majority of seats in any of the two houses of
parliament: Australia, Canada, New Zealand, Switzer-
land, the United Kingdom, and the United States. Ac-
cordingly, and with the exception of Switzerland, PR
was never enacted. The Swiss parliament was bypassed
by a national referendum. However, it took Socialists
and Catholics three attempts to introduce PR. In the
context of a growing Socialist party, and because a par-
liamentary debate was a constitutional precondition to
hold a referendum, the Radical-dominated parliament
delayed that debate for almost five years until a general
strike in 1918 forced the government to organize it.

In France, only one of the two chambers had a pro-
PR majority. By 1914, most of the members of the
Chamber of Deputies supported PR and eventually
voted for it after World War I. In contrast, the French
Senate, where rural interests were overrepresented,
was adamantly opposed to it.16 The final bill approved

16 The Third Republic’s Senate had 300 members—65 chosen by the
Lower Chamber and the Senate and 225 by an electoral college
formed by the delegates of all municipal councils (1 per municipality

in 1919 designed “in theory to give partial satisfac-
tion to the supporters of PR” (. . . ) “was in practice a
rather complicated majority system” (Campbell 1958,
95): it reduced the effective electoral threshold from
35% (the threshold under a single-member district sys-
tem) to 29%, and the disproportionality index actually
jumped from an average of 7% before the war to 14.5%
in 1919 and 10.7% in 1924.

In the remaining countries, PR eventually gathered
the support of a majority of legislators (in line with the
predictions of the previous section) in both houses.17

Given the common right-wing bias of the upper house,
support in the two houses and electoral reform became
automatic whenever the Conservative party (or the
Liberal party in Italy and the Netherlands, where there
was no separate Conservative party) pushed for PR:
in Belgium (where the Catholic party enacted it over
the opposition of its rural wing) in 1899; in Denmark in
1915 (with a coalition of Conservatives, who used their
dominant position in the upper house as a bargain-
ing chip, Social Democrats and Radical Venstre); in
Italy (where the Liberal party occupied both the right
and center of the policy space) in 1919; and in Iceland

or about 40,000 electors). The Senate had the same powers as the
Chamber of Deputies.
17 In Japan, a three-party coalition introduced universal male suf-
frage and, due to strategic considerations (unrelated, however, to the
entry of a socialist party), it replaced single-member districts with
a multimember SNTV system in 1925 (Ramseyer and Rosenbluth
1995).
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(where the Conservative party finally allied with the
social democrats to defeat the Agrarian Progressives)
in 1942. In Sweden, the Conservative party, short of
an absolute majority in the lower house, compensated
a few Liberal MPs to vote for PR. Similarly, in the
Netherlands, the religious parties “acceded to [PR] be-
cause in compensation for PR the Liberals agreed to
vote for a solution of the century-old school contro-
versy” (Hermens 1941, 339).18

The timing of reform in Germany gives further ev-
idence of the role of constitutional decision-making
rules in explaining the adoption of PR. A broad coali-
tion formed by Liberals, the Center party, and the So-
cial Democrats, controlling the majority of seats in the
Reichstag, favored PR since 1913 (when the Zentrum
party embraced it) and committed formally to it as a
joint policy at least since 1917. Yet, with the Bundesrat
or upper house effectively in the hands of Prussia,
where Conservatives prevailed electorally, they had to
wait until the collapse of Imperial Germany to intro-
duce PR. It was also after the breakdown of Austria-
Hungary in October of 1918 that the Austrian pro-
visional assembly, controlled by Catholics and Social
Democrats, introduced a PR system two months later
(Strong 1939).

CONCLUSION

Following Kreuzer’s call to engage in a detailed his-
torical analysis of the interests and choices of political
agents at the turn of the twentieth century confirms
and enriches the theoretical model I developed in Boix
(1999): PR was adopted at the behest of those already
established parties that had become electorally vulner-
able, conditional on the overall partisan and institu-
tional context in which they made policy.
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