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Abstract 
Less democratic countries conduct elections under the majoritarian electoral 

formula more often than under proportional representation by a wide margin. Yet, 

robust democratic systems utilize both majoritarian and PR electoral formulas with great 

success. This dissertation approaches this empirical puzzle and tries to unveil what role, 

if any, electoral formulas play in politics. 

 To do so, it focuses on the electoral process exclusively and utilizes Judith 

Kelley’s recently completed comprehensive dataset on election quality to perform some 

large-sample statistical analyses of the relationship between the electoral formula, ethno-

cultural polarization and election quality. Then, it presents three in-depth case studies of 

Nigeria, Ghana and Indonesia to unveil in more detail institutional origins and the 

mechanisms of electoral manipulation, as refracted through the electoral formula.  

The conclusions reached are that PR is much better suited for conducting free 

and fair elections in ethno-culturally polarized countries. Yet, majoritarian and mixed 

formulas perform just as well when polarization is low. This finding is directly related to 

an ongoing debate by institutional designers and academics alike and provides 

systematic quantitative and detailed qualitative support. The study also suggests that PR 

might not only mediate inter-ethnic differences when disagreement is high, but also 

reduces the level of polarization if applied over several electoral cycles.  
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1.  Introduction 

1.1 Electoral Formulas and Democracy 

Why are first past the post (FPTP) electoral formulas more frequently associated 

with non-democratic regimes than proportional representation (PR) ones? This tendency 

is clearly illustrated by Figure 1, which is based on a subsample of about 1,200 elections 

that took place across 153 countries in the 1975-2004 period1. Complete autocracies 

(Polity scores of -10 to -7), as well as intermediate regimes (Polity scores of -7 to 5) have 

conducted a total of 290 elections under FPTP as opposed to only 73 elections under PR. 

Democratic countries (Polity scores of 5 and above) have employed FPTP rules in 165 

elections and PR in 229 elections2

                                                      

1 Information on elections taken from Judith Kelley’s Dataset on International Election Monitoring.  
2 For illustration purposes, mixed electoral formulas are omitted from this graph 

.  

This empirical regularity has not been left unnoticed in existing theoretical and 

empirical work. In his research, Arend Lijphart has claimed that PR is a better 

institutional arrangement and leads to more desirable results than less proportional 

electoral formulas across a broad set of governance indicators that are typically 

associated with democratic regimes (Lijphart 1999).  
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Figure 1: Elections, Electoral Formulas, and Levels of Democracy 

More recent research by scholars like Pippa Norris (Norris 2002; Norris 2004) and 

Sarah Birch (Birch 2007) confirm those expectations: PR contributes to democratization 

and democratic sustainability, net of other potential causes. Other research has 

presented different nuances and implications with respect to the outcomes that are 

affected by PR. Bingham Powell’s work, for instance presents the more normative 

argument that PR leads to more “representative” elections that incorporate a wider 

subset of the population (Powell 2000). According to Iversen and Soskice, the electoral 

formula choice has ideological and economic implications. PR tends to favor center-left 

governments that in turn tend to redistribute more to those society members that are 

worse off (Iversen and Soskice 2006).  



 

 

3 

The line of thinking presented above falls under the “consociationalist” 

framework that explores the relationship between electoral institutions and governance 

quality. Counter-arguments to those theories come from the so-called “centripetalists” 

like Donald Horowitz (Horowitz 1985). According to Horowitz, the proliferation of 

parties under PR is dangerous because it encapsulates pre-existing societal cleavages 

and reproduces them in the policymaking arena, often leading to governance deadlock 

and persistent conflict. Centripetalists suggest that electoral institutions should 

encourage pre-electoral coalition-building among distinct and often rivaling voter 

groups, thereby advocating non-PR institutions that restrict party entry.  

1.2 Dissertation Objectives 

This dissertation provides a new look at the empirical regularity between the 

electoral formula and level of democracy and tries to explain better what Figure 1 

shows. More specifically, it argues that while PR does seem to be more frequently 

associated with high levels of democracy, consistently with what consociationalists 

expect, there are quite a few instances of majoritarian or mixed electoral systems 

operating in robust political environments, much in line with the centripetalist line of 

thinking. It is therefore difficult to claim that PR “causes” better democracy. Rather, the 

relationship is not straightforward and there are potentially some omitted variables that 

could account for this relationship. 
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 To address the puzzle identified above, therefore, this dissertation develops a 

theory of the contingent effect of electoral formulas, which consists of several main 

elements. First, it narrows the outcome of interest by focusing specifically on the 

electoral aspect of the much broader concept of democracy – two related, but not 

perfectly overlapping concepts (Keech 2009). This is done because elections are the most 

proximate outcomes affected by the application of the electoral formula. When exploring 

election quality and its relationship to the method for translating votes into seats, this 

study draws heavily on the work of Lehoucq and Molina (Lehoucq and Molina 2002). In 

their detailed account of elections in Costa Rica, they do a thorough job of teasing out 

the relationship between employing the alternative electoral formulas (plurality vs. PR) 

and the level of electoral fraud across the country’s regions (Ibid, 61). This project adds 

to their undertaking by further focusing on ethno-cultural differences and expanding the 

universe of cases.  

In a related vein, this dissertation suggests that the continuing disagreements 

among alternative explanations linking electoral institutions to democratic outcomes are 

at least in part due to omitted variables that are related to the ethnic, religious and 

linguistic diversity and its relative polarization within a particular society.  

Finally, the project explores not only the institutional effects, but also the 

predictors of institutional adoption and reform, thereby at least acknowledging 
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endogeneity issues.  In this introductory chapter, I briefly discuss the elements outlined 

above and review how they fit within the structure of the dissertation.   

1.3 A Theory of the Contingent Effect of Institutions: The Impact 
of Electoral Formulas and Ethno-Cultural Divides on Election 
Quality 

 The theoretical argument presented in Chapter 2 starts out with a 

discussion of the five key elements that are linked through causal mechanisms: ethno-

cultural polarization, electoral formula, vote-seat disproportionality, institutional 

incentives for cheating and election quality.  

 The universe of cases is initially divided into ethno-culturally polarized 

and non-polarized according to the extent to which the various ethnic, religious and 

linguistic groups drive the formation of politically-relevant voter groups. This 

conceptualization is distinctly different from other measures of diversity that are based 

on the number and size of separate groups, without incorporating the extent to which 

they are politically relevant. For this project, polarization is high whenever there are 

sizeable groups whose political preferences are mutually incompatible. This could be the 

consequence of historical rivalries or differences. One of the main arguments of this 

dissertation, therefore, is that such incompatibilities will be difficult to mediate pre-

electorally and necessitate the appearance of a relatively high number of parties.  
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 The theoretical chapter then discusses ethno-cultural polarization and the 

second key element - the electoral formula. The key insight here is that the electoral 

formula matters, since it restricts party entry, leading to greater or smaller degree of 

disproportionality between the votes one party receives and the legislative influence it 

receives. According to the theory, disproportionality will be high when a majoritarian 

electoral formula is applied in a context of significant ethno-cultural polarization. If 

polarization is low, however, majoritarian formulas will yield low disproportionality 

even in context of numerous, but non-polarized, ethno-cultural groups.  

 Since the highest vote-getter benefits disproportionately under 

majoritarianism, the use of this formula will lead to greater incentives for electoral 

manipulation in polarized contexts. On the one hand, the presence of several rival voter 

groups within the same country or electoral district will increase the value of the prize in 

a winner-take-all system, due to the fact that it will award absolute victory to only one of 

those groups, at the expense of the rest. When those voter groups are numerically 

similar, incentives for electoral manipulation will go up even more, as influencing a 

relatively small share of the votes might be fully sufficient for complete victory.  

This logic will be different under PR. On the one hand, the prize can be divided 

among the rival factions in a multimember district. On the other, securing full victory 

without enjoying the full support of the electorate will be impossible without fabricating 
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a very large portion of the votes. Assuming that political actors behave rationally and in 

line with the opportunities presented by the institutional framework, the higher 

incentives for manipulation should lead to lower evaluations of the electoral process by 

independent observers and a lower likelihood for government turnover, which is a 

cruder alternative measure of election quality used as a robustness check. 

On the basis of the theoretical framework laid out in Chapter 2, two alternative 

hypotheses are formulated. First, proportional representation (PR) electoral formula will 

lead to better elections in states that are ethno-culturally polarized than majoritarian 

electoral formulas. Second, majoritarian and proportional electoral formulas will not 

have different effects on election quality in countries that are not ethno-culturally 

polarized. More specifically, when applied in such contexts, PR and majoritarian 

formulas will make no difference in terms of the level of fraud and the likelihood for 

government turnover.  

1.4 Empirical Tests of the Effect of Electoral Formulas and 
Ethno-Cultural Divides on Election Quality 

Chapter 3 provides a large-sample, statistical test of the theoretical argument. It 

first discusses the universe of cases, as well as the data sources and provides variable 

description for the two dependent variables (election quality and government turnover), 

the alternative measures of ethno-cultural diversity and polarization and electoral 
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formulas. It also features a section on the control variables incorporated in the analyses 

and the rationale for including them. 

The chapter wraps up by discussing the main results and the extent to which the 

two hypotheses are supported. In a nutshell, the first hypothesis is confirmed, both in 

terms of the significance of the interaction between the formula and polarization, as well 

as the direction of the effect. In ethno-culturally polarized countries, PR leads to free and 

fair elections with a likelihood of between 52 and 71 percent, depending on the measure 

of polarization used. It also makes government turnover more likely with a probability 

between 72 and 78 percent. The numbers for majoritarian formulas are lower, consistent 

with the theoretical expectations. Having free and fair elections under majoritarian 

formula in ethno-culturally polarized contexts is a rare phenomenon with a likelihood of 

between merely 14 and 21 percent, depending on the measure of polarization used. 

Government turnover is also much less likely, fluctuating between 25 and 33 percent. 

While mixed electoral formulas yield better results than majoritarian, they are lower 

than PR, challenging an alternative argument that they are better than PR too. 

The second hypothesis is confirmed by the statistical analysis too. Majoritarian 

formulas perform quite well in non-polarized societies, leading to free and fair elections 

in between 31 to 60 percent of the cases. They also do not affect the likelihood of 

government turnover adversely, yielding a probability between 69 and 78 percent of the 
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cases, depending on the measure of polarization used. These figures are quite 

comparable under PR. This institutional arrangement’s likelihood fluctuates between 27 

and 38 percent for the estimates of free and fair elections and between 45 and 65 percent 

for government turnover. This suggests, in fact, that PR might be even a worse 

institution for translating votes into seats than FPTP in countries where ethno-cultural 

polarization is low.  

1.5 Case Studies 

The last three chapters of the dissertation are single-country case study 

illustrations of the theoretical argument. They serve two main purposes. First, they 

provide a more in-depth look at the mechanisms at play behind the more aggregate 

relationships demonstrated by the statistical analysis. Second, they address a key 

shortcoming of the analysis contained in Chapter 3, which has to do with the 

assumption of institutional exogeneity.  

The universe of cases analyzed statistically in Chapter 3 could be divided into 

four ideal-types, according to the two main independent variables – the electoral 

formula and the level of ethno-cultural polarization. The first subtype contains countries 

that employ PR in contexts of low societal polarization and is largely uninteresting for 

further exploration because it features numerous established electoral democracies from 

Western Europe, such as Sweden and Norway or other generally robust political 
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systems, such as Costa Rica, Cyprus and Honduras. The vast majority of these cases has 

free and fair elections and provides little in terms of variation on the main variables 

employed in the analysis. 

At the other extreme of the spectrum lie countries that employ FPTP and have 

highly polarized electorates. Contrary to the PR-low polarization combination, therefore, 

the theoretical framework guiding this project would suggest that we should see 

elections of inferior quality. It is indeed the case that this group, which features countries 

like Cote d’Ivoire, Gabon, Kenya, Malawi, Togo and Uganda, has had a history of 

fraudulent polls. The one country that is picked for a more in-depth exploration is 

Nigeria. While generally tremendously polarized, Nigeria provides within-country 

variation in terms of the level of inter-group rivalries. While some regions have had 

tensions for decades, others are homogeneous and peaceful. Chapter 4, therefore, 

presents findings about the extent to which this variation translates into better elections 

in the non-polarized regions and worse ones in the areas that have been torn by 

persistent religious and ethnic conflicts.  

The third type of countries features a combination of FPTP with low polarization. 

States that have these characteristics include Bangladesh, Barbados, Chile, Lesotho, 

Mongolia and St. Lucia, among others. The one picked for more detailed exploration in 

Chapter 5 is Ghana. On the surface, this country seems very similar to Nigeria for a host 
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of historical and demographic reasons, discussed at length in this part of the project. 

Above all, Ghana has had a similar past of British colonialism and an artificially 

constructed identity out of hundreds of previously disconnected tribes, languages and 

cultures. Ghana, however, is a good illustration of the difference between simple 

diversity and polarization. While sharing many of the preconditions that sentenced 

Nigeria to decades of turbulent non-democratic politics, in Ghana there was a 

pronounced and unified effort from the very start to suppress ethno-cultural identities 

in the name of national unity and stability. As a consequence of the fact that Ghanaians 

do not vote along ethnic lines, the majoritarian electoral formula has been able to yield 

robust democratic elections and consistent government turnover, in spite of persistent 

economic underperformance and military coups.  

Chapter 6 looks at the final combination of PR and high polarization. There are a 

number of examples where this institutional arrangement has managed to produce good 

elections, in spite of pre-existing tensions. Examples include Benin, Mozambique, 

Namibia, South Africa and Suriname. The country explored in the chapter is Indonesia – 

perhaps the most challenging of the entire group of countries in this category – due to 

the fact that elections there have not always been good. Yet, as the chapter illustrates, 

whenever PR was allowed to be a relevant institution (i.e. in the periods immediately 

preceding and following Sukarno’s “Guided Democracy” and Suharto’s New Order), it 
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did indeed manage to appease deep and powerful tensions and lead to elections of 

acceptable quality. When this was not the case, ethno-cultural divisions were 

substantially aggravated and deepened.  

The three case study chapters not only provide a more in-depth look at the 

interaction between electoral formulas and levels of polarization, but also tackle the 

question of institutional origins and effects. One of the greatest drawbacks of the large-n 

statistical analysis is that it is unable to distinguish between the ability of the electoral 

formula to influence the quality of the electoral process, net of some other overarching 

causes that could potentially be driving both the institutional design and the integrity of 

the polls. More specifically, it could be the case that PR is adopted only in circumstances 

when no political actor has the power to manipulate the political scene sufficiently as to 

make the elections a meaningless rubberstamp to their continued dominance. 

Attributing bad elections to majoritarianism is therefore wrong, since they should rather 

be related to the distribution of power among political actors.  

Nigeria, Ghana and Indonesia address this concern by providing a very clear 

story of the process of institutional design that is quite different from the scenario 

presented above. Nigeria and Ghana both adopted FPTP as a result of British colonial 

influence.  This adoption had little to do with the ability of political actors to manipulate 

ethnicity and in the case of Ghana in fact ran counter to the logic of FPTP being adopted 



 

 

13 

in contexts where such divisions could be employed for political ends. In Indonesia too 

PR was adopted after the end of Dutch colonialism. During Suharto’s rule, its effects 

were negated by other constitutional provisions that restricted party entry and 

simulated majoritarianism. As soon as the dictator fell, PR was able to achieve the level 

of representation necessary for the maintenance of robust multiparty democracy.  
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2. A Theory of the Contingent Effect of Institutions: The 
Impact of Electoral Formulas and Ethno-Cultural Divides 
on Election Quality 

2. 1 Introduction  

This chapter develops a theory of the contingent effect of electoral formulas on 

election quality in ethno-culturally polarized and non-polarized societies. The core 

argument suggests that applying proportional representation (PR) electoral formula for 

translating votes into seats will lead to better elections in countries that are characterized 

by the presence of polarized ethno-cultural cleavages, as compared to majoritarian 

institutions. However, the two will have no differential impact when applied in states 

that consist of only a few ethno-cultural groups or in states where many groups coexist 

and are not polarized. By moving away from unilaterally arguing in favor of one 

institution over another, which has characterized existing work on this topic, it attempts 

to advance scholarly thinking and understanding of the impact of electoral institutions 

and focus on matching institutions to context in what ultimately becomes a theory of 

institutional fit.  

The remainder of this chapter starts with a stylized model of the contingent effect 

of institutions on election quality. It then breaks down each of the five stages of this 
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model by focusing on the main existing arguments and debates and pinpointing how 

this project extends the existing body of knowledge. The third and final section of the 

chapter provides an overview of the five stages and introduces the hypotheses that will 

be tested in the empirical chapters of the dissertation.  

2.2 Theoretical Argument Overview: Electoral Formulas, Ethnic 
Polarization and Election Quality 

 

 

Figure 2: From Polarization to Election Quality 

The figure above introduces schematically the elements that constitute the theory 

of the contingent effect of the electoral formula on election quality, as well as the sources 

of variation at each stage that ultimately affect the integrity of the polls. The process 
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begins with the level of ethnic, religious and linguistic polarization. This concept is 

different from simple heterogeneity alone and a society is classified as polarized not 

because it is made up of many different groups, but rather because the existing groups 

have a history of tensions and incompatibilities that are also politically relevant. For 

simplicity, at Stage 1 a society can either be either highly polarized or not polarized at 

all.   

At Stage 2, a certain electoral formula is applied. For the purposes of the figure, 

the two extremes – PR and FPTP (majoritarian) are taken, even though the statistical 

analysis will incorporate mixed systems too. The interaction between the first two 

elements results in a certain level of and disproportionality between the demand for 

political alternatives (in the form of political parties) by the voters and the supply of 

electorally viable parties by politicians, once political institutions are accounted for. As 

shown by the figure, disproportionality will only be relatively high at the 3.4 node, i.e. 

when a majoritarian formula is applied to highly polarized societies. This is because 

FPTP will affect the supply of political parties in contexts of high demand by reducing 

the number of electorally viable competitors. When FPTP is applied in homogeneous 

societies (i.e. at the 3.2 node), disproportionality is expected to be low.  

A higher level of disproportionality will translate in a larger number of minority 

groups left out of the political scene, lower margins of victory and higher incentives for 

electoral manipulation on behalf of political actors. Electoral irregularities will, in a 

related vein, lead to more adverse evaluations of the electoral process as a whole at the 



 

 

17 

fifth stage. This is at the core of the empirical analysis in the following chapter. In the 

figure above, therefore, the route that will lead to worse elections is highlighted in red 

and involves high polarization, majoritarian electoral formula and, subsequently, greater 

disproportionality, incentives for cheating and a negative effect on election quality.   

The theory presented here claims that the electoral formula will be neither the 

only, nor the most important, cause of worse or better elections. Rather, it stipulates that, 

under specific circumstances that have to do with the level of ethno-cultural 

polarization, it will affect the quality of the electoral process, all other things being equal. 

In the remainder of this section, I discuss how the five stages fit together in more detail, 

as well as what the mechanisms tying the independent and dependent variables are.   

2.3 Ethno-Cultural Polarization 

A considerable share of existing research examines the intuition that there is an 

inverse relationship between societal diversity and democracy, net of electoral 

institutions (Dahl 1971; Rabushka and Shepsle 1972; Lijphart 1977; Horowitz 1985). One 

mechanism that has received attention by scholars is that diverse societies are more 

prone to civil conflict, which reduces the probability for democratic consolidation 

(Collier and Hoeffler 2001; Reynal-Querol 2002).  

Alternative explanations suggest that societal heterogeneity undermines 

democracy by adversely affecting economic growth (Easterly and Levine 1997; Alesina, 

Baqir et al. 1999; Alesina, Devleeschauwer et al. 2002). This research ties nicely into 

previous debates within Comparative Politics that have found different survival rates of 
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democracies, depending on the level of economic well-being of the citizens (Przeworski 

1991).  

More recent studies on the subject, however, have challenged the 

straightforward relationship previously established (Fearon and Laitin 2003). Using 

measures of diversity derived from Alberto Alesina’s dataset, also utilized in this 

project, Fish and Brooks present a finding that, once a more sophisticated measure of 

ethnicity and diversity is employed, the statistical significance of the effect of societal 

heterogeneity on violence disappears (Fish and Brooks 2004).  

Others have suggested that ethnicity only becomes relevant (and detrimental) 

when a particular group is large enough to have the potential to monopolize politics 

(Bates 1999). This insight is particularly important for this project, which seeks to unveil 

and explore in detail one potential institutional way in which a dominant voter group 

can seek to take over the political landscape of a country.  

This project addresses existing debates about the role of ethnicity by offering two 

clarifications. The first one is conceptual and has to do with defining better the aspect of 

ethnicity that should matter for questions of representation and election quality. The 

second is theoretical and is related to not viewing ethno-cultural cleavages in isolation, 

but inserting them into the institutional environment instead. The remainder of this 

section discusses the best way to conceptualize ethnicity. Its interaction with the 

electoral formula is considered in the next portion of the chapter. 
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The table below summarizes the view of politically relevant polarization adopted 

by this project and gives a template for categorizing the countries according to this 

criterion. By focusing on the distinction between diversity and polarization, it seeks to 

address some conceptual issues that have been at the core of the debate about the role of 

ethnicity in democracy. In essence, a country could be classified as ethno-culturally 

polarized without being particularly diverse and vice versa.  

 

 

Table 1: Diversity, Polarization and Demand for Political Parties  
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The level of ethno-cultural polarization within a particular country is the main 

determinant of the demand for political parties. The core expectation is that, on average, 

the preferences of societies that are ethno-culturally polarized will be more difficult to 

integrate than those that are not. As a consequence, more polarized states will 



 

 

20 

necessitate a larger number of parties than those that have the same number of distinct 

number of ethno-cultural groups but are not polarized.   

Viewing politically-relevant ethnicsity as polarization is not the unanimous 

approach found in related literature, where scholars have used a variety of measures. 

They include ethno-linguistic fractionalization indexes (Alesina, Devleeschauwer et al. 

2002; Fearon and Laitin 2003), “politically relevant ethnic groups” (Posner 2004), 

“constructed” ethnic diversity (Mozaffar, Scarritt et al. 2003; Chandra 2005) and ethnic 

polarization (Reynal-Querol 2002; Cederman, Min et al. 2005), among others.   

In light of this disagreement, there are two basic criteria that need to be met 

when conceptualizing ethno-cultural differences and using them to predict election 

quality. First, only the politically relevant differences should matter. That is, some 

underlying demographic characteristics of a society are meaningless, unless they can be 

discussed in terms of actual political cleavages. Second, since such differences constitute 

one of two key causes (along with the electoral formula) that are expected to interact, 

they cannot be themselves conceptualized in a way that will make them either a likely 

predictor or a consequence of the electoral formula.   

The first point made above suggests that the role of elections in democracy is to 

ensure that citizens have a choice among alternative candidates that is sufficient to 

represent all the relevant voter groups within a particular society. Representation, in 

other words, is the main goal of holding an election. Polls will tend to not meet this 

function and therefore be of inferior quality whenever a significant subset of the 
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population is left out. Ethno-cultural polarization is one way to try to get at just how 

much dispersion there is among a country’s electorate. In other words, a non-polarized 

electorate will be yield only a few voter clusters, whereas a polarized one – many.  

Of course, defining ethno-cultural polarization as a proxy for the number of 

distinct voter groups that need to be somehow represented in government is rather 

vague and therefore open to many interpretations and criticisms. A particular country 

can be defined as polarized along many different dimensions – race, religion, ethnicity 

and language are the criteria that have been used most frequently. Therefore, one way to 

conceptualize how polarized a country is could be done by picking a criterion, counting 

the various distinct groups according to that criterion and then creating an index on the 

basis of the various groups’ populations, relative to the country’s total population. This 

is precisely what ethno-linguistic fractionalization (ELF) indexes have done for some 

time now.  

There are two problems associated with this way of viewing ethnicity. First, there 

is no definitive method for distinguishing different groups within a particular society: 

groups have overlapping memberships and including more than one criterion results in 

even more confusion when trying to define societal divisions(Alesina, Devleeschauwer 

et al. 2002). Second, even if some specific requirements are specified and groups are 

correctly identified according to them, it is unclear which delineations will actually 

correspond to political cleavages. As suggested by Johanna Birnir, for instance, ethno-

cultural divisions vary in terms of how easily they can be politicized (Birnir 2007). 
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Things become even more complicated when one considers the fact that some cleavages 

could in fact be dormant and it is politicians that decide which ones to activate at 

different times, depending on the particular electoral situation and their objectives for a 

particular campaign (Wilkinson 2004). In theory, therefore, a major potential pitfall 

includes deciding a particular country is diverse based on the presence of many ethnic, 

religious and linguistic groups when this demographic heterogeneity does not 

correspond to a high political dispersion among voter groups in instances where several 

of those groups have in fact similar preferences and are quite content to form multi-

ethnic political coalitions.  

Another alternative that partially tries to address the concerns raised above is 

engaging in qualitative assessments of politically relevant divisions based on some in-

depth knowledge of cases. This is admittedly a very serious alternative to ELF and has 

been implemented by Posner, as well as Mozaffar and his coauthors in Africa (Mozaffar, 

Scarritt et al. 2003; Posner 2004). Such an approach to measuring the relevance of 

ethnicity is not only historically grounded, but also sensitive to shifts in its political 

relevance over time. In the case of Mozaffar et al.’s work, the measure takes into 

consideration both the political relevance of ethnic cleavages and the concentration of 

the ethnic groups within the country. While having many virtues, the two obvious 

drawbacks of this approach are related to the very high requirement for area-specific 

knowledge. For instance, Posner has managed to code his index for fourteen African 

states, but that puts significant doubts with regards to the external validity of any 
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findings that are based on this restricted sample. In addition, the coding of each and 

every case involves a judgment call on behalf of the scholar that might be up for debate 

and questioning.  

Another way to look at the extent to which ethnicity is politically relevant is to 

objectively assess the extent to which ethnic parties have managed to attract votes and 

seats and have access to government (Chandra and Wilkinson 2008). This measure is 

perhaps the least appropriate for the theoretical question at hand, because it can 

potentially be fully endogenous to the other key independent variable – electoral 

institutions. The percentage of votes that goes to ethnic parties will be subject to the 

effect of strategic voting, which is itself affected by whether majoritarian or proportional 

formulas are applied (Cox 1997). This is even more so true with regards to the 

percentage of seats that go to ethnic parties, since a small ethnic party that is territorially 

dispersed will probably get no seats under majoritarian formulas, even if its supporters 

do not vote strategically at all. 

Alternatively, several scholars have looked at whether the ethnic vote is split 

among several parties or whether voter groups support a particular party almost 

exclusively along ethnic lines (Dowd and Driessen 2008; Huber 2010). A country is 

obviously seen as ethno-politically divided when ethnic voting is high. While slightly 

more applicable than the ethnic vote measure discussed in the previous paragraph, it is 

unclear whether ethnic groups will change how cohesively they support parties if there 

are different electoral rules. In fact, Huber shows that PR leads to less politicization of 
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ethnic voting (Ibid, 30). This finding nonetheless suggests that such a relationship 

between the two key explanatory factors exists, which is problematic.  

In my view, there are two viable ways to view ethnicity for the purposes of this 

project. First, ethnicity could be seen as politically relevant if the different groups that 

are classified as ethnic are economically stratified. The idea behind this 

conceptualization has to do with the fact that when ethnicity also coincides with 

different economic opportunities or status, it will result in differentiation of political 

preferences along ethnic lines (Baldwin and Huber 2010). States characterized by the 

presence many ethnicities that share within-group similarities and across-group 

differences in income will therefore be classified as ethno-politically divided. The 

absence of data on income levels for a wide sample of countries over a long period of 

time, however, makes this otherwise great measure impractical.  

The ethnicity measures that are adopted by this dissertation have to do with the 

polarization of politically relevant ethnic groups. This idea behind this conceptualization of 

ethnicity is that ethnic diversity might lend itself to pre-electoral coalition building, as 

envisioned by Horowitz and, to a certain extent, Wilkinson, unless the various ethnic 

groups are both politically organized and polarized. In such circumstances, the 

ideological distance between the groups will be difficult to overcome and the building of 

pre-electoral coalitions necessary for the full representation of all relevant groups under 

majoritarian rules will be unlikely.  
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Ethnic groups could be mechanically (or mathematically) polarized. This 

conceptualization is based on the distribution of ethnic groups, relative to each 

other(Reynal-Querol 2002). It reflects the expectation that the disproportional effect of 

majoritarian electoral formulas on representation will be strongest when the major voter 

groups are relatively close to each other in terms of their size. For instance, a society that 

consists of two ethnic groups with 55 and 45 percent of the population, respectively, will 

not be qualified as particularly diverse according to conventional ELF measures. 

However, the differential impact of majoritarian vs. proportional electoral formulas 

could potentially be maximized. Assuming that those groups are geographically 

dispersed rather than concentrated and that they have a prior history of inter-group 

rivalries, the application of majoritarian formulas will almost universally mean full 

domination of the group that constitutes 55 percent of the population and complete 

exclusion of the 45-percent one. Under PR, the latter group will easily attract a very 

significant portion of the seats, up to its actual share of the population, depending on the 

particular electoral threshold adopted.  

While the mechanical polarization concept gets at the idea that majoritarian 

formulas tend to lead to more disproportional outcomes, especially under certain 

specific distributions of the population, it is not an exhaustive measure, due to the fact 

that it does not indicate whether the groups are also mutually incompatible. As 

elaborated earlier, mere number of ethnic groups or, in this case, distribution of voter 

clusters, will not necessarily translate into political divisions. To address this, an 
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alternative conceptualization of polarization is used in this study, along with the 

mechanical one, which is defined as political access polarization. It reflects the share of 

politically relevant ethnic groups with access to political power as a fraction of the total 

population (Cederman, Girardin et al. 2006). This creates a measure of power 

distribution that codes whether each group, previously identified as ethno-politically 

relevant, is allowed to be politically active. This is the case when a group holds either 

political monopoly, is dominant on the political scene or is a junior or senior partner in 

government. This is not the case when a group has only local power, is completely 

powerless or is explicitly discriminated against. The data source and measurement of 

this variable will be discussed in the statistical chapter.  

In sum, ethnicity can be conceptualized in many different ways, as outlined by 

this section. One of the most notable consequences of the electoral formula, however, is 

its ability to incorporate voter groups that are unable to work together or are otherwise 

ideologically dispersed. This makes ethno-political polarization a logical choice among 

existing concepts of ethnicity for trying to test whether there is indeed a systematic 

interaction between ethnic divisions and the electoral formula. 

2.4 The Electoral Formula 

I adopt Douglass North’s definition of institutions as rules and constraints that 

shape human interaction and structure the incentives that guide human exchange 

(North 1990). This definition provides several key insights that can be related to this 

project. Above all, it suggests that institutions matter. I assume that adopting PR instead 
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of a less proportional formula will, under some specific circumstances, lead to 

qualitatively different outcomes for a country’s electoral process. This brings about the 

necessity to specify the institutional properties and how the incentives and restrictions 

they have on human interaction affects the main vehicles of representation, elections.  

Early research has claimed that the simple majority, single-member-district 

formula will tend to reduce the number of electorally viable parties to two, whereas 

proportional representation will lead to a larger number of parties (Duverger 1954). 

Duverger’s contribution, however, has been criticized because it suggests that 

institutions operate in vacuum. His harshest critics adopt a more sociological bottom-up 

approach and have claimed that the number of parties are formed on the basis of pre-

existing social cleavages that drive both the adoption of the electoral formula and the 

number of parties (Lipset and Rokkan 1967). Proponents of this view see no 

independent effect of the electoral formula.   

More recent work acknowledges that both societal diversity and institutional 

arrangement matter (Ordeshook and Shvetsova 1994). The authors have demonstrated 

that adopting a proportional electoral formula does not lead to more parties in 

homogeneous societies, but does so in heterogeneous ones. In other words, majoritarian 

formulas lead to disproportionality between votes and seats only when they operate in 

societies that, due to their ethno-cultural composition, can be adequately represented by 

a higher number of political parties that cannot emerge under such an institutional 

arrangement.  
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This insight is essential for the theory developed in this project. It leads it to a key 

question: What is the effect, if any, that not adopting PR in heterogeneous societies will 

have on the quality of the electoral process? Going a step further signifies an approach 

rarely seen in the study of electoral institutional effects, which has been most focused on 

the vote-seat proportionality (Reilly 2001). It suggests that institutions can be employed 

as tools for intentionally leaving out political rivals and the subsets of the population 

they represent, out of the policymaking process.  

By exploring if this is the case, this dissertation implicitly tests the understanding 

that institutions have independent effects that influence the behavior of rational political 

actors consistently – an assumption that puts it within the “new institutionalism” 

framework. This project indeed shows that there are many instances where societal 

diversity has not led to the institutional adaptation envisioned by sociologists and this 

has had a negative impact on the quality of the electoral process. 

The two most notable publications on electoral formulas and their effects on 

democracy are at a disagreement with each other. According to one of them, non-

proportional electoral formulas are preferable to proportional ones, because they 

encourage coalition-building among rival groups prior to elections, thereby reducing the 

political salience of the ethnic divisions and ultimately curbing violence and unrest 

(Horowitz 1985). According to Horowitz, when faced with the possibility of being 

completely excluded from government, distinct ethno-cultural groups will choose to 

coalesce, thereby reducing any pre-existing divisions by either amalgamation (two or 
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more groups form a larger group of new identity) or incorporation (one group assumes 

the identity of another) (Horowitz 1985).  

 According to the alternative view, societies that employ proportional 

representation rules have a better quality of democracy both in terms of representing the 

population and governing because they ensure that each sizeable minority fraction can 

have its own party that will be electorally viable to represent it if necessary (Lijphart 

1999). Lijphart tests his argument on several indicators, such as women’s parliamentary 

representation, income inequality, voter turnout, satisfaction with democracy and 

corruption (Ibid, 280). The impact of the electoral formula has been explored in other 

related research efforts, tying electoral institutions to the level of corruption (Chang and 

Golden 2006) or the incentives to cultivate a personal vote (Carey and Shugart 1995).  

Empirical tests of the two theories have, over time, gone beyond what Horowitz 

and Lijphart initially explored. Pippa Norris has provided probably the most 

encompassing test of the relationship between electoral formula and democracy in a 

recent study of the effects of power-sharing institutions, of which the PR electoral 

formula is one (Norris 2008). Her dependent variables are the broad democratic indices 

provided by Freedom House, Polity and the Vanhanen dataset. While she controls for 

societal diversity, using Alesina’s index of ethno-linguistic fractionalization, she 

overlooks the aforementioned distinction between diversity and polarization. In 

addition, she does not interact it with the electoral formula. In the end, her argument is 
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very much reminiscent of that or Lijphart, as she sees PR as constantly better than 

majoritarianism for democracy.  

Most notably for the purposes of this project, the electoral formula has been 

linked to the quality of elections in Eastern Europe, where Sarah Birch has argued that 

countries that use majortiarian electoral formulas to translate votes into seats also 

experience higher levels of electoral misconduct, regardless of the context they are 

employed in (Birch 2007). She argues that this is the case because politicians have higher 

incentives to cheat under such circumstances due to the winner-take-all nature of the 

electoral formula and because engaging in fraudulent practices is more effective under 

FPTP, due to the slimmer margins of victory.  

There are several key differences, however, between Birch’s work and this 

project. In terms of the selection of cases, Birch restricts her sample to the countries in 

Central and Eastern Europe and the earliest election that she has coded has taken place 

in 1995, while the latest – in 2004, which gives Birch a small sample of 54 elections. The 

geographic restriction of the sample is problematic, due to the fact that the countries in 

this region share common legacies that have been shown to strongly correlate with the 

paths they take after transition (Kitschelt, Masfeldova et al. 1999). In addition, similarly  

to Norris, Birch does not treat ethno-cultural differences in a satisfactory manner and 

assumes a linear and positive relationship between formula proportionality and election 

quality. 



 

 

31 

The provided overview of some of the existing literature on the topic of electoral 

formulas and democratic outcomes leads to two conclusions. First, there is no consensus 

with regards to whether or not majoritarian or PR formulas are better for democracy. 

One suggested explanation is that this is due to model misspecification and at least one 

major omitted variable. Second, existing explanations have not always benefitted from a 

true large-n and cross-national study of this relationship due to data limitations. This is 

another area in which this dissertation makes a contribution. 

Table 2: Barriers to Entry, Polarization and Election Quality  
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Table 2 summarizes the contributions that this project makes to the study of the 

impact of electoral formulas on election quality. While the level of ethno-cultural 

polarization determines the demand for electorally viable parties, this is also influenced 

by the electoral formula. The table above represents this institution as a barrier to entry 

that might prevent the demand and supply sides of the equation from reaching 
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equilibrium. More specifically, there will be under-supply of political parties (or the 

demand arising from society will not be met) whenever FPTP formulas are applied in 

contexts of high societal polarization, as represented by the bottom right cell of the table.  

The table lays out a logic that is different from the examples provided in the 

literature review. Most generally, it suggests an explicit interaction between polarization 

and the institutional framework design to accommodate the various voter groups. This 

is at odds with theories that see a straightforward relationship between the ethno-

cultural makeup of a particular country and its democratic fortunes. In addition, it 

nuances arguments made by scholars who have been aware of the relationship between 

ethnicity and democracy. Unlike Horowitz, the theoretical expectation will be that the 

best way of accommodating polarization would be under PR, as outlined by Cell II. 

Unlike Lijphart, Birch and Norris, the argument suggests that good elections under 

FPTP institutions are indeed possible in contexts of low societal polarization (Cell III).  

2.5 Disproportionality  

The previous two sections discussed the relevant aspects of ethno-cultural 

polarization and the electoral formula. Here, I focus on the third stage of the stylized 

model. It is crucial for understanding how the interaction between the two key 

independent variables leads to circumstances under which disproportionality and 

under-representation will give incentives to both political actors and voters to act in a 

way that will ultimately undermine the quality of the electoral process.  
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This project assumes that each political party tries to maximize its policy-making 

power by gaining the highest number of legislative seats, relative to its competitors. As a 

baseline, let’s consider a party that has no ideological priors and no fixed electorates. In 

addition, let’s assume that such a party operates in an institution-less environment and 

in a society with no pre-existing political cleavages. Finally, it competes in a state that is 

composed of a single electoral district. Such a party, I claim, would simply try to go after 

as many voters as possible and would ideally attract one hundred percent of those votes. 

Since there are no institutions to translate votes into seats, the party will be thereby fully 

maximizing its dominance of the political scene and win full control of the legislature.  

Those assumptions, however, are quite restrictive and do not describe any 

existing political system. In particular, parties rarely operate without a core electorate 

and a corresponding ideological appeal to that group of voters. Relaxing this 

assumption leads to an interesting insight. That is, even if a party does have a core 

electorate, it would still aspire to attract additional voters, up to one hundred percent of 

the population that is legally allowed to go to the polls. This will only be the case, 

however, if adding non-core voters is unproblematic. It will be more difficult for a party 

to get additional votes if doing so will alienate its core supporters. This will occur when 

the preferences of the core and non-core voters are mutually exclusive as a consequence 

of pre-existing tensions between the two groups – a situation that will be quite typical in 

states where ethno-cultural groups have had a history of not getting along. 
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Let’s imagine a party (Party A) that has a core electorate (Group A) that has 

mutually exclusive preferences with every other member of the society that does not 

below to Group A.   It would seem that this party’s chances of maximizing its policy-

making power will be directly contingent upon the relative size of Group A. If such 

group is fairly close to the full population of the state, Party A is in luck – it will indeed 

fulfill its objective. If it is not, however, Party A will get share of the seats proportional to 

the share of the population. 

At this point it is important to recall, however, that there was another 

assumption that could be relaxed – namely, the absence of electoral institutions guiding 

the translation of votes into legislative seats. The vote-to-seat correspondence assumed 

so far has been one-to-one, signifying perfect proportionality. That is, each party 

receives policy-making power commensurate with the size of the population of its core 

electorate. If no political cleavages, past rivalries and mutually exclusive preferences are 

present, one party can attract the support of all voters. In the presence of such divisions, 

however, each party is limited to the proportion of seats that mirror the relative size of 

its core electorate.  

The presence of more restrictive electoral institutions, coupled with the existence 

of deeper and mutually exclusive political cleavages, leads to disproportionality. Let’s 

assume that Party A in the example above has a core electorate that has merely 30 

percent of the population. As already stated, such a core electorate has had past conflicts 

with the remaining groups within the country that have 70 percent of the population. 
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Under perfect proportionality, Party A might be restricted to 30 percent of the votes, 

assuming non-strategic voting. Depending on the electoral formula and the breakdown 

of the remaining 70 percent, however, this party can end up being a complete winner or 

complete loser of the electoral game. 

Party A will be a complete loser under first-past-the-post electoral institution if 

there is another party whose core electorate is larger than 30 percent. Given the single-

district setup of this scenario, this rival party will gain full control of the legislature. 

Alternatively, if Party A’s electorate is the largest and no other rival group approaches 

30 percent, it will be an absolute winner, albeit the relatively modest share of the 

population that constitutes its core voters.  

The logic spelled out in the preceding paragraphs is at the core of scholarship 

exploring vote-seat disproportionality and median preference correspondence (Dahl 

1971; Rae 1971; Przeworski, Stokes et al. 1999; Powell 2000; Powell 2004a). Research on 

this topic has continuously showed that institutions that raise barriers to party entry, 

such as single-member districts with majoritarian electoral formula, lead to greater vote-

seat disproportionality than those that do not impose great restrictions, such as PR. This 

is primarily due to coordination and convergence failures (Powell and Vanberg 2000). 

On the one hand, the number of parties under FPTP needs to be reduced to limit the 

potential of wasted votes. On the other, the same party is likely to benefit from 

disproportionate wins in many districts, thereby multiplying the effect of 

disproportionality at the district level and becoming dominant at the national one.  
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In addition to disproportionality, the same line of research has demonstrated that 

the distance between the median voter and the legislative party under FPTP is much 

greater than under PR. This suggests that voters in such circumstances end up voting for 

an electorally viable but somewhat ideologically distant party (Powell and Vanberg 

2000). Under PR, there is a higher likelihood than a closer party will also be electorally 

viable.  

It is because of those tendencies that applying majoritarian formulas in contexts 

of significant ethno-cultural polarization is particularly problematic. In terms of wasted 

votes, minority voters will have a particularly difficult time in deciding what party to 

vote for or whether to vote at all. Assuming that the electorally viable party represents a 

rival core electorate, a minority voter will have to substantially compromise her 

ideological position if she votes for that party. Alternatively, she will have to risk 

wasting her vote if she supports the party whose core electorate she is a part of. 

We can wrap up the discussion of vote-seat disproportionality be reiterating the 

main point of the section. The correspondence between the votes cast and seats gained 

in contexts of significant ethno-cultural polarization will be relatively low under first-

past-the-post single member districts. Such contexts will be characterized by the lowest 

likelihood that a voter will be able to support a party other than the one she is a core 

member of. Such contexts will also be characterized by the highest likelihood that a 

party could end up being an absolute winner by attracting only a fraction of the votes, as 

long as its core electorate represents the largest share of the population.  
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One has to be careful, however, when translating this logic from the district to 

the national level. The scenario that will lead to the greatest extent of nation-wide 

disproportionality involves the same party’s electorate being a bare plurality in every 

single electoral district. This will allow the party to benefit from the winner-take-all 

properties of the electoral formula time and time again. Alternatively, ethno-cultural 

groups could be regionally concentrated, which will allow different parties to win the 

regions dominated by their respective core electorates.  In the rare occasion when the 

nation-wide share of the population for each ethno-cultural group is perfectly regionally 

concentrated across the single-member districts, FPTP will yield results as proportional 

as PR. Whenever this is not the case, however, substantial disproportionality will 

prevail.  

2.6 Institutional Incentives for Cheating 

The extent of ethno-cultural polarization, the electoral formula and the ensuing 

disproportionality and under-representation of certain voter groups create strategic 

incentives. Depending on the combination of the two main explanatory variables 

(polarization and electoral formula), rational political actors and voters will behave 

differently. This section’s objective is to outline the expectations with regards to how 

behaviors will vary and relate them to the level of electoral manipulation. 

The chart presented in the beginning of this theory chapter outlined a specific 

path leading from polarization to low election quality that included high polarization, 

majoritarian electoral formula and high degree of disproportionality. There are two 
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related mechanisms that link this combination of factors and the ensuing under-

representation of certain ethno-cultural groups to higher incentives for cheating. The 

first is related to exclusionary, as opposed to accommodative, tendencies. The second 

has to do with higher marginal payoffs to cheating.  

As a baseline, due to the fact that the various ethno-cultural groups have 

mutually incompatible preferences in polarized contexts, regular citizens and political 

parties are much more likely to view politics in an exclusionary, as opposed to 

accommodative, fashion. This is in large part due to lack of trust – when rival groups 

assess each other as a threat, they are much more likely to engage in violence than to be 

willing to form cooperate in daily life or build a broad political coalition (Weingast 1998; 

Alesina and Ferrara 2000). As a consequence, each party will be certain that trying to 

attract non-core voters will be futile and alienate core supporters. Voters, on the other 

hand, will view parties that are ideologically distant as not being able to credibly 

commit to serving their interests.  

This logic raises each party’s stakes on not only maximizing the vote share 

stemming from its core group, but also doing so at the expense of the rival groups. In 

other words, political actors in contexts of significant ethno-cultural polarization will 

approach the political game with the predisposition that rivals should be excluded as 

much as possible. Therefore, polarized contexts allow political actors and voters to more 

easily define the “ingroup” and “outgroup” and try their best to keep the spoils of 

political office within the former, while excluding the latter.   
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This predisposition to exclude, rather than accommodate, can lead to strategies 

that involve a vast array of actions. For instance, powerful political agents might affect 

broad civil liberties and political freedoms, disqualify or fragment the opposition 

(Schedler 2006). They could further discourage their rivals through violence or other 

forms of physical threats (Fisher 2002; Norris 2002). Similarly, the available information 

could be skewed by restricting media freedom (Carothers 2007). Manipulations could 

also be directly related to the electoral process itself. Those involve brute manipulation 

such as disenfranchisement, vote buying and ballot-box stuffing. They can also entail 

sending powerful signals to the opposition and their supporters that will discourage 

them to go to the voting booths on election-day (Simpser 2004).  

The question, then, becomes what the role of the electoral formula will be in a 

context of significant ethno-cultural polarization. The claim of this project is that this 

institutional setup will contribute to already existing exclusionary tendencies in such 

contexts by assigning a higher payoff to cheating under majoritarianism. It will therefore 

become an extra tool for excluding political rivals, in addition to the ones enumerated 

above. In fact, it will be a much more subtle way of achieving disproportionate policy-

making power. Since there is nothing inherently undemocratic about the FPTP formula, 

adopting this particular institutional arrangement is likely to be free of accusations of ill 

intentions. 

The marginal return to cheating will be higher under FPTP in ethnically 

polarized societies due to the higher stakes and smaller margins of victory. As already 
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discussed, the winner-take-all nature of majoritarian races, coupled with the pre-existing 

animosity between rival voter groups will motivate political parties to mobilize all 

resources and avenues for attracting as many additional votes as possible. But engaging 

in fraud will be amplified further particularly in districts that are characterized by 

significant polarization, due to the higher marginal returns to each additional 

manipulated vote.  

The differential in voter support between the major parties will be smallest in 

districts where the respective core electorates are close to each other in terms of their 

population. Under FPTP rules, therefore, the winner of the district will be determined by 

a few percentage points. In the most extreme example of two voter groups with exactly 

50 percent of the population each, the difference between winning and losing could 

come down to a handful of votes. The marginal return to vote manipulation will be 

highest in such districts.  

Table 3: Sample Voter Distributions and Probability of Fraud 

District 

Incumbent 
Core 

Supporters (% 
of population) 

Opposition 
Core 

Supporters (% 
of population) 

Share of votes 
that need to be 

manipulated for 
victory 

Probability of 
Fraud 

     
A 50 50 <1% Very High 
B 45 55 ~6% High 
C 20 80 31% Low 
 D 80 20 0% Very Low 
 

Imagine an incumbent or a powerful and fraud-prone party that is trying to 

come up with a strategy for picking districts where fraud would pay off the most in a 
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country of four single-member districts with majoritarian rules, as presented by the table 

above. The highest likelihood of fraud will exist in District A, where the incumbent and 

opposition core voter groups have similar shares of the population, as discussed in the 

previous paragraphs. In this district, manipulating even less than 1 percent of the votes 

could make a difference, assuming that the opposition is not engaging in fraud itself. 

District B will also probably experience a lot of fraud, since there the incumbent is losing 

but can win with relative ease if it manages to achieve a discrepancy of about 6 percent 

in its own favor. In District C, electoral manipulation will be extremely expensive, due to 

the overwhelming support of the opposition. Depending on the circumstance and the 

party’s willingness to tolerate some losses, it just might let such a district go to the 

opposition. District D is already going in favor of the incumbent and, under FPTP rules, 

it will be an absolute winner without manipulating the election at all.  

This simple example shows why a rational political party that is open to the idea 

of gaining policy-making power through fraud will be best advised to direct its efforts 

towards ethno-culturally polarized districts. Again, this logic will not necessarily apply 

if the splits of the population shares by different groups are not politically relevant (i.e. 

there is no polarization). In such a case, a party can rely on attracting additional votes on 

the basis of election promises, past performance, or personal appeal. But when deep 

cleavages exist, those splits are sets in stone and fraud just might be the most effective 

strategy.  
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While existing arguments have already discussed some of the logic outlined 

above, there is little theorizing in terms of why minority voters would sometimes 

contribute to fraud themselves. Of course, voter cooperation is not always necessary for 

fraud to occur. Electoral manipulation often entails acts committed exclusively by 

parties that change voter lists or stuff the ballot boxes – activities that make the act of 

voting more or less meaningless. But it is also possible that rational voters will 

contribute to the act of cheating too. 

Table 4: Marginal  Benefits of Manuipulation under FPTP and PR 

District 

Incumb
ent Core 

Supporters (% 
of population) 

Opposit
ion Core 

Supporters (% 
of population) 

Share of 
votes that need 

to be 
manipulated 
under FPTP 

Impact 
of vote 

manipulation  
under 10-seat 

PR district 
     

A 50 50 <1% 0-10% 
B 45 55 ~6% 0-10% 
C 20 80 31% 30% 
 D 80 20 0% 0% 

Let’s consider a citizen that belongs to a sizeable but not major ethnic group in a 

polarized society and assume that the first-preference party of such voter is not likely to 

win under FPTP. Such a voter has several options. First, he can vote for his first-

preference party and waste his vote, but stay true to his principles. Second, he can 

abstain. Third, he can engage in fraud by voting for an electorally viable party that is not 

ideologically close but offers some monetary or other reward in exchange for the vote. 

Such an act, which some might classify as clientelism, rather than fraud, is nonetheless 
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considered to reduce the integrity of the electoral process – the main outcome explored 

in this dissertation.  

The institutional incentives under PR will be different and will lead to less 

cheating. For the sake of argument, let’s compare the single-member district scenario 

above with a 10-seat PR district. In District A, manipulating as little as 1 percent of the 

vote guaranteed absolute victory under FPTP. Under PR, it could yield at the most one 

additional seat, or 10 percent of the prize. In District B, a 6-percent swing due to fraud 

also guaranteed absolute victory under FPTP, but will yield similarly marginal increases 

under PR. In District C, manipulating 30 percent of the vote would lead to absolute 

victory under FPTP, but will also be quite costly. It will also lead to gaining an 

additional 3 seats under PR. In both instances, this will constitute significant electoral 

manipulation and less viable as a strategy than the scenarios in Districts A and B. In 

District D, victory is guaranteed under FPTP. The incentives to cheat are actually a bit 

higher under PR, since every 10 percent yields an extra seat.  

The examples in this section have attempted to demonstrate that the institutional 

incentives for cheating are higher under majoritarianism in contexts characterized by 

significant polarization of the large voter groups that are similar in terms of their share 

of the population. In addition, they have suggested that the marginal benefit of cheating 

under PR might be higher in almost homogeneous electoral units, as demonstrated by 

the comparison between the two electoral arraignments in District D. This is one of the 

main points of this dissertation too: PR is not necessarily always a superior institutional 
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arrangement. It could be the case that a majoritarian institutional arrangement yields 

superior performance in non-polarized societies.  

2.7 Effect on Election Quality 

While there is a substantial body of literature that focuses on the effects of the 

electoral formula, the outcomes that are being explored vary to a great extent. For 

instance, Donald Horowitz focuses primarily on ethnic violence (Horowitz 1985), while 

Arend Lijphart explores its systematic effect on governance properties and processes, 

such as interest groups, division of power, constitutions and central banks (Lijphart 

1999). One the other hand, some statistical studies on the topic, such as the one done by 

Pippa Norris, tend to be interested in very broad outcome variables and employ very 

aggregated democracy indicators, such as Polity or Freedom House (Norris 2008). Her 

analysis has most recently been confirmed by Andrew Reynolds, who also states that 

“PR systems are more successful democracies, when holding other variables constant, 

and when the analysis is limited to just plural societies the results are even 

stronger.”(Reynolds 2011).  

This dissertation narrows the focus of the outcome of interest and concentrates 

explicitly on the impact of electoral formulas on elections. This approach has been taken 

in the past, most notably by Fabrice Lehoucq and Ivan Molina in their exploration of 

accusations of fraud in Costa Rica (Lehoucq and Molina 2002). This makes the empirical 

and theoretical investigation more manageable and the causal link shorter. One 

weakness of employing democracy indicators is that they aggregate many properties of 
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the political process, are unclear about the rules of putting them all together and make 

specification and tests of causal mechanisms very difficult. One important example in 

this respect is that they mix policy outcomes with representation. 

 

 

 

 The sequence above suggests that social differences sometimes form political 

cleavages, which lead to preference polarization. It becomes the reason for different 

electoral support for various political actors, but this support is refracted through the 

political institutions to lead to particular distributions of policymaking power. This is 

the stage of interest for this dissertation project: it focuses exclusively on whether 

different sets of social differences, their subsequent interaction with the electoral 

formula and the expected different distribution of policymaking power that occurs 

when different institutions are employed will lead to a variation in election quality.  

This inquiry, therefore, does not even begin to explore governance processes that  

lead to some of the additional properties that are combined into aggregate indexes, such 

as human rights, lack of corruption, equality, satisfaction with democracy, among many, 

many others. As already suggested, all these are both more distant from the initial 

impact of the electoral formula and will almost certainly be subject to different causal 

mechanisms and interactions.  

Social differences  Cleavages  Preference polarization [*institutions]    
Distribution of Policymaking Power  Governance  Policy Outcomes 
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Even if it is by itself a more concrete phenomenon than democracy, however, 

election quality is far from a straightforward concept. The most obvious features that 

influence how good an election is have to do with the levels of fraud associated with it. 

Pre-election fraudulent practices vary from restricting of intimidating media outlets and 

political opponents or the use of state resources for campaign purposes, usually by the 

incumbent. On election-day, fraudulent practices range from stuffing ballot boxes, 

inflating the ballot count, or intimidating voters. Therefore, when the institutional 

incentives described in the previous section encourage electoral manipulation, we 

should expect to see a lower election quality.  

There is at least one very obvious potential problem with trying to conceptualize 

and later measure election quality directly. Manipulating an election is an activity that 

political actors are rarely keen on publicizing widely. Social scientists rely on learning 

about the integrity of the electoral processes more often through reports issued by non-

governmental organizations and news reports that might not be able to relay the full 

extent and nature of the polling process. But the political actors that are most fully 

prepared to manipulate the election might also be the ones with the greatest capacity to 

hide their illicit activities from outside observers. 

To partially address this concern, an alternative measure of election quality is 

utilized in this study. It has to do with government turnover. Since data on government 

turnover is so sporadic, systematic analyses of the factors that affect this outcome are not 

very common. One of the few such research undertakings shows that turnover is indeed 
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systematically linked to the electoral formula in a study of twenty-five advanced 

capitalist democracies (Matland and Studlar 2004). This research demonstrates 

statistically that PR leads to more frequent government turnover even in contexts of 

uniformly good elections.  

In a different context where elections are not that common, however, 

government turnover could be conceived of as an indirect proxy for election quality, 

since a change of government will occur primarily when elections have been good 

enough to to allow opposition forces to be competitive and therefore ultimately 

successful when challenging the respective incumbent. The idea that turnover is related 

to democratic consolidation and therefore beneficial is present in ideas, such as the two-

turnover test, put forward by Samuel Huntington (Huntington 1991) or the electoral 

definition of democracy of Adam Przeworski (Przeworski 1991).  

Qualitative empirical work from Africa provides some evidence that more than 

seventy percent of the first multiparty elections in the region resulted in the lack of 

government turnover. This was, interestingly, accompanied by almost uniform refusal 

of opposition parties to accept the results as valid (Bratton 1998). Case study research 

conducted in post-communist Europe also establishes a connection between government 

turnover and consolidation of democracy and the rule of law (Horowitz, Hoff et al. 

2009). This work clearly suggests that the replacement of incumbents is not merely an 

indicator of government instability, but rather a sign that democracy is strengthening.  
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2.8 Overview and Hypotheses 

The preceding paragraphs have hopefully driven across a couple of 

commonalities and distinctions between this project and the broader literature on 

electoral institutions and democracy. Similarly to scholars like Fabrice Lehoucq, Arendt 

Lijphart, Pippa Norris and Andrew Reynolds, this study views proportional 

representation as a powerful tool for appeasing ethno-cultural tensions and improving 

the democratic process. Further, similarly to Lehoucq and Molina’s work on Costa Rica, 

this project focuses on a narrow and direct link between the formula for translating 

votes into seats and the quality of the electoral process. It builds on this work in three 

main ways. First, it tries to be very precise and careful about conceptualizing ethno-

cultural differences and distinguishing between diversity and polarization. Second, it 

theorizes about the institutional incentives that the electoral formula will provide to 

political actors and voters in polarized and non-polarized contexts. The empirical 

investigation following this chapter makes the third contribution by testing the 

argument cross-nationally. The first main hypotheses is nonetheless reminiscent of what 

the aforementioned scholars have worked on for a long time and stands in stark contrast 

to claims by Donald Horowitz and Benjamin Reilly, for example: 

H1: Proportional Representation (PR) electoral formula will lead to better 

elections in states that are ethno-culturally polarized than majoritarian electoral 

formulas. More specifically, when applied in such contexts, PR will lead to less election 

fraud and more frequent government turnover.  
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Yet, the dissertation tries to be a bit more ambitious and actually encourage 

scholars to reconsider the ongoing debates between consociationalists like Lijphart and 

centripetalists like Horowitz. The true contribution of this project is the development of 

a notion of institutional fit, whereby neither PR nor FPTP are by themselves good or 

bad, but only when interacted with the ethno-cultural context of a society. While 

Andrew Reynolds has most recently claimed that PR is better than FPTP and even more 

so in diverse contexts, this chapter has set up a different claim: the two will work just as 

well when applied in homogeneous or non-polarized contexts. This claim will hopefully 

allow us to understand the role of electoral institutions and their effects across countries 

better: 

H2: Majoritarian and Proportional electoral formulas will not have 

significantly differing effects on election quality in countries that are not ethno-

culturally polarized. More specifically, when applied in such contexts, PR and 

majoritarian formulas will make no difference in terms of the level of fraud and the 

likelihood for government turnover.  

In the following chapters, the two hypotheses are empirically tested through a 

large cross-national statistical analysis and in-depth case studies.  
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3. Empirical Tests of the Effect of Electoral Formulas 
and Ethno-Cultural Divides on Election Quality 

3.1 Introduction 

Chapter 2 introduced a theory relating socio-cultural diversity and election 

quality. The basic proposition developed there was that proportional representation 

(PR) electoral rules will tend to improve the electoral process in situations characterized 

by numerous politically active voter groups that are polarized and therefore unwilling 

and unable to work under the same party banner. In such circumstances, it was argued, 

PR will promote party entry into parliament and no voter group will be forced to vote 

strategically or abstain due to a lack of a party close enough to it ideologically. This will, 

in turn lead to reduced incentives for election-related unrest, vote buying and selling 

and a generally better electoral environment. At the same time, the beneficial effect 

ascribed to PR will not be observed in contexts characterized by low diversity and 

polarization, where majoritarian electoral formulas will work well.  

This chapter tests the propositions developed in Chapter 2 and summarized in 

the previous paragraph. It proceeds in the following way. The first section contains a 

discussion of the data sources used. The second focuses in more depth on the key 

variables of interest, the operationalization and properties of the dependent and the 

various independent variables. It then presents the basic models that are used when 

testing the hypotheses developed in Chapter 2 and the statistical techniques used. 
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Finally, it introduces the results and discusses how they relate to the hypotheses 

developed in the theoretical chapter.  

3.2 Data Sources and Variable Description 

The data used to test the propositions developed in Chapter 2 can be categorized 

in four basic groups: data on election quality (main dependent variables), data on ethno-

cultural diversity and polarization (first key independent variable), data on electoral 

institutions (second key independent variable), and data used as standard controls in 

addition to the main explanatory variables. Due to the complexity of the project, the 

sources for the information used for statistical analysis varies greatly as well. In this 

section, I outline the sources and certain properties of all pertinent variables.  

3.2.1 Data on Election Quality 

One of the main distinguishing characteristics of this project] is that it focuses 

exclusively on elections, a somewhat narrow aspect of the democratic process. Existing 

studies of similar aspirations have not benefitted from a large cross-national dataset on 

election quality. This dissertation addresses this shortcoming and borrows a plethora of 

information from the Quality of Election Dataset (QED) put together by Judith Kelley1

QED codes election evaluations contained in the annual U.S. State Department 

reports on human rights practices. The dataset covers the thirty-year time span from 

 as 

part of the Project on International Election Monitoring. 

                                                      

1 Detailed information about the project, including codebooks and coding rules, can be found at 
http://www.duke.edu/web/diem/data.html.  

http://www.duke.edu/web/diem/data.html�
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1975 to 2004. In all, it contains information about 1,202 national-level executive and 

legislative elections in more than 170 countries. While QED focuses on many variables 

that are associated with elections and the activities of outside observers, only three 

variables are included in this study. Those have to do with the overall election quality, 

as stated by the State Department, as well as the more specific evaluations of the levels 

of pre-election and election-related cheating. In addition, the dataset contains a simple 

indicator variable that states whether the incumbent party kept power after the election. 

As discussed in Chapter 2, this is an alternative way of indirectly getting at fraud: if the 

party in charge of the government changes, there is a lower likelihood that the election 

was rigged.  

3.2.1.1 Overall Election Quality 

Table 5: The Index of Election Quality 

Acceptability 
value 

Acceptability 
meaning 

Extent of 
problems 

value 

Extent of 
problems 
meaning 

Election 
Quality 

Descriptive 
Statistics 

# / % 
      

0 Free and Fair 0 No 
problems 

0 396 / 30% 

0 Free and Fair 1 Low 
problems 

1 226 / 17% 

0 Free and Fair 2 Medium 
probl. 

2 169 / 13% 

0.5 Ambivalent 2 High 
problems 

3 19 /  1% 

1 Not Free 2 Medium 4 145 / 11% 
1 Not Free 3 High 5 181 / 14% 
- Missing . Missing . 185 / 14% 
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The overall election quality is determined by the joint evaluation of two 

components – the election acceptability (variable sa1 in QED) and the extent of problems 

observed (variable sa2 in QED), as shown on Table 3.1. These are taken from the 

statements of the U.S. State Department with regards to the electoral process. In the most 

frequent editions of the reports (1999 and later), extensive information about the 

elections is contained in Section 3, titled “Respect for Political Rights: The Right of 

Citizens to Change Their Government.”  

Based on the information contained in those two sections, an election is coded as 

acceptable if there has been an explicit positive evaluation of its freeness and fairness in 

the U.S. State Department report, or if the report contains sufficient information about 

the rules and procedures followed and those provide a genuine opportunity of the 

population to change its government.  

Evaluations of the extent of problems observed are coded on the basis of 

statements about some shortcomings observed. Those might be observed even in free 

and fair elections, if there are administrative or logistical imperfections or when the 

letter of the law is not fully implemented in practice. Generally speaking, on the other 

hand, elections that have not been free and fair have medium or high extent of 

problems, as reflected in the figure above.  
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3.2.1.2 Electoral Fraud 

Table 6: Coding and meaning of cheating variables2

Variable 

 

Coding Details/examples Summary statistics 
   Value    # of 

elections/percent 
Pre-
election 
cheating 

0(low) – 3 
(high) 

• Improper use of public 
resources; 
• Restrictions on 
freedom to campaign; 
• Abuse/misuse of 
media; 
• Intimidation of political 
opponents; 

0 517 /39% 
1 167 / 13% 
2 169 / 13% 
3 160 / 12% 
 -           308 / 23% 

Election-
day 
cheating 

0(low) – 3 
(high) 

• Vote tabulation 
problems (padding, inflated 
vote count, stuffing of ballot 
boxes, etc.) 
• Vote manipulation 
problems (multiple voting, 
impersonation, vote buying, 
etc.); 
• Intimidation; 

0 646 / 49% 
1 134 / 10% 
2 100 /  8% 
3  92  /   7% 
-  349 / 26% 
 

 

In addition to the overall variable discussed in the previous section, the data 

provides two more specific measures of manipulation – pre-election and election-day 

fraud. QED is the main source for those variables too. They are coded on a 0 to 3 scale, 

very similarly to the election quality extent of problems variable discussed in the 

previous section. For instance, if there has been no cheating and fraud associated with a 

particular election, it gets a coding of 0. If it has been particularly fraudulent, it gets a 

coding of 3.  

                                                      

2 Full coding details can be seen online at http://www.duke.edu/web/diem/docs/CodebookQE.pdf 

http://www.duke.edu/web/diem/docs/CodebookQE.pdf�


 

 

55 

One potential problem is that there is a relative lack of variation when it comes to 

election-day cheating, as revealed by the breakdown in the table above. According to the 

dataset, 75 percent of the elections coded have had either no problems or could not be 

evaluated. This is somewhat surprising, provided that the share of elections coded as 

problem free or missing is 62 percent in the pre-election period and 44 percent when it 

comes to the overall election quality variable. 

 This distribution of values has several implications. First, in terms of the 

statistical analysis, the relative lack of variation on the dependent variable for election-

day fraud is a problem and the hypothesis might be difficult to test on this outcome. But 

more importantly, this probably reflects the reality of trying to find out specifics about 

an inherently secretive event such as election-day fraud that is associated with breaking 

the law and attracting international sanctions. It should come as no surprise that the 

stakes are highest on election-day and the efforts of authorities to both engage in and 

hide some illicit activities will also be quite significant. It should come as no surprise, 

therefore, that even though the U.S. State Department might be able to give an overall 

evaluation of the election quality based on its own observations, hearsay, or other 

secondary sources, it will be more hesitant to engage in specific assessment of election-

day activities it has not witnessed and has no proof of.  

3.2.1.3 Government Turnover 

The government turnover variable (turnover) is also borrowed from the QED 

Dataset and is an indicator of whether the incumbent party has lost power after the 
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election that is being coded (Kelley 2010). In parliamentary systems, it is “0” if either the 

prime minister does not change or if a different prime minister from the same party has 

remained in control. The same logic is applied to presidential systems. The variable is, 

understandably, coded as “0” in single-party systems and as missing in first multiparty 

elections that did not have a previous (usually caretaker) government formed prior to 

the elections3

3.2.2 Data on Ethno-Cultural Diversity 

. According to the data, there was government turnover in 945 elections in 

the dataset and no government turnover in another 336, with 40 cases coded as missing.  

Table 7: Measures of Ethno-Cultural Diversity and Polarization 

 Type of ethno-cultural group 
articulation 
(Acronym) 

Measure specifics Source(s) 

    

D
IV

ER
SI

TY
 Ethnic, linguistic and 

religious fractionalization 
(ELRF) 

Fragmentation index based 
on ethnicity, religion, and 
language 

 (Alesina, 
Devleeschauwer et al. 
2002) 

Number of ethno-politically 
relevant groups  
(NER) 

Expert evaluations of 
number of politically 
relevant ethnic groups 

Wimmer and Cederman 
(2009)  
 

PO
LA

RI
ZA

TI
O N

 Religious / ethnic group 
polarization 
(RGP/EGP) 

Sensitive to bimodal 
distributions of societal 
groups 

Reynal-Querol (2002) 

Ethnic power polarization 
(EPR) 

Measures ethnic 
polarization as the fraction 
of groups with access to 
power as a share of total 
population 

Wimmer and Cederman 
(2009) 

   
 

                                                      

3 A list of special cases with explanations can be found on page 6 of the document, which is published online 
at http://www.duke.edu/web/diem/docs/CodebookSupplementlinked.pdf.  

http://www.duke.edu/web/diem/docs/CodebookSupplementlinked.pdf�
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Measuring ethno-cultural diversity and polarization is among the most difficult 

undertakings of this project, because it is a concept with a lot of different meanings and 

potential operationalizations. To simplify things, diversity is classified into two different 

categories: diversity and polarization. The measures ascribed to each of the two 

categories is presented in Table 3.3 below and discussed thereafter.  

3.2.2.1 Measures of Societal Diversity 

Diversity Measure 1: Alesina et al.’s Index of Ethnic, Linguistic and Religious 

Fractionalization 

There are three measures of societal diversity that are used in the empirical 

analysis. The first one is the measure of ethno-linguistic fractionalization (ELRF) 

developed by Alberto Alesina and his colleagues (Alesina, Devleeschauwer et al. 2002). 

It follows an established tradition of creating ethno-linguistic fractionalization measures 

and is considered to be both the most comprehensive and also richest such variable. 

Currently it covers some 190 countries and adds religious fractionalization to previous 

codings of ethnic and linguistic heterogeneity to create a multi-dimensional picture of 

societal diversity, which is useful for this study as well. 

One of the most serious shortcomings of Alesina’s ELRF measure is that it is 

created largely without reference to a particular research question and therefore lacks a 

clear concept of what aspect of societal diversity it needs to refer to (Chandra and 

Wilkinson 2008). For the purposes of this study, this is both a drawback and an 

advantage. It is a drawback because how many groups there are in a society will only 
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have an effect on election quality if the measure of diversity reflects only groups that are, 

in fact, politically distinct, relevant and incompatible. In theory, if Alesina has counted 

only politically irrelevant groups, therefore, we should see no differential impact of the 

electoral formula on election quality. If, on the other hand, the measure captures some 

political cleavages on average¸ we should, in fact, observe an effect hypothesized in the 

theory chapter.  

The fact that Alesina’s measure is created without explicit reference to politically 

relevant cleavages could also be seen as an advantage. A reference to an alternative 

measure provided by Alesina’s critics provides some insight. According to Chandra and 

Wilkinson, the best alternative to ELRF is their EVOTE measure, which captures the 

aggregate vote obtained by ethnic parties (Ibid, 545). This variable is, in fact, less suitable 

for this analysis, as it will almost certainly incorporate the institutional effect of the 

electoral formula that we are precisely trying to capture. As a result, ethnicity will seem 

less politically relevant, among other things, whenever majoritarian formulas are used, 

because smaller ethnic parties will simply get less support, due to the effects of strategic 

voting. 

 In a nutshell, therefore, ELRF is a good starting point for the analysis, because it 

provides an aggregate measure of ethnic, religious, and linguistic divisions that are 

unaffected by political institutions. At the very least, if it is coded unsystematically with 

respect to political cleavages by its authors, this variable will come up non-significant in 

the statistical analysis. However, if it does, on average, capture some politically-relevant 
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divisions, it should serve as a good proxy for the concept of societal diversity I am trying 

to capture, while, at the same time, avoiding incorporating the effect of political 

institutions. 
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Figure 3: Relationship between Alesina’s Diversity Index and Election-Related 
Problems 

Based on the codings on the three subcomponents of ethnic, religious, and 

linguistic diversity, I create a sum index of societal diversity, ranging from 0 when a 

country is homogeneous across all three dimensions and 3 when it is completely 

heterogeneous across them. According to this coding scheme, Yemen is the least diverse 

country in the sample, with a value of the index of 0.0153. Kenya is the most diverse 

country, with a value of 2.521. 

 There is indeed a positive correlation of 0.336 between the Alesina index of 

religious, ethnic and linguistic fractionalization and the level of election-related 
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problems. As illustrated by Figure 3.1. This figure represents the summary values of the 

problems encountered in all elections included in the database.  

3.2.2.2 Diversity Measure 2: Wimmer and Cederman’s Number of Ethno-Politically 
Relevant Groups 

The second alternative measure implemented is based on the work of Cederman, 

Min and Wimmer. Their Ethnic Power Relations (EPR) dataset codes access to political 

power enjoyed by all politically relevant ethnic groups. More specifically, the direct 

alternative to the Alesina measure just discussed is found in their groups variable, which 

reveals the number of politically relevant groups in virtually all countries in the world 

from 1946 to 2005.  

Unlike ELRF, which is based primarily on demographic data, EPR relies heavily 

on expert judgments. The process of verifying and reconciling judgments took the 

authors more of two years of workshops and consultations with country experts. It is 

precisely the country experts, therefore, that determined which group was deemed 

“relevant” and which one did not. According to the coding rules, “an ethnic category is 

politically relevant if at least on significant political actors claims to represent the 

interests of that group in the national political arena, or if members of an ethnic category 

are systematically and intentionally discriminated in the domain of public politics” 

(Ibid, 2). It is also important to point out that EPR is based on the Minorities at Risk 

(MAR) classification of political relevance, but expands on this project by including not 

only minority groups, but also majority and dominant groups that have, allowing us to 
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capture a much more realistic and rich picture of the relative political position of all 

groups within a particular society.  

The definition of ethnic relevancy, therefore, is especially suitable for this project, 

because it is both cognizant of only political relevant and is also sensitive to not ignoring 

politically excluded groups that might in fact also be politically relevant. Therefore, it is 

a step up from the first diversity measure discussed so far. 
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Figure 4: Relationship between Cederman et al.’s EPR index and election 
problems 

The figure reveals a rather robust positive relationship between the number of 

ethno-politically relevant groups and election-related problems. According to this 

measure, there are twenty countries that have not had ethno-politically relevant and 

discriminated groups. Some of those, such as Norway, Germany, Sweden and Portugal, 
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do not come in as a surprise, but others, such as Cuba, Somalia, Botswana and North 

Korea are indeed somewhat questionable. The countries with the highest number of 

groups are Sudan (13), India (19) and Russia (36). India and Russia are not included in 

the figure for graphing purposes.  

3.2.3 Data on Ethno-Cultural Polarization 

There are two main reasons why societal diversity alone might not interact with 

the electoral formula employed in the way described in the theory chapter. As indicated 

in the previous paragraphs, ethnic, linguistic, religious or other attributes might not 

necessarily translate into politically relevant cleavages. Secondly, even if they do, those 

cleavages might still be easy to integrate into larger political coalitions. The ethnic 

polarization variables discussed on the following pages address precisely this latter 

distinction. The basic assumption is that ethno-culturally and politically diverse societies 

will be more likely to form a larger number of distinct and difficult to combine voter 

clusters when those clusters have mutually exclusive political preferences or a history of 

disagreement and conflict. When this is the case, a society is seen a polarized. 

Polarization Measures by Reynal-Querol: Ethnic and Religious Group Polarization 

Marta Reynal-Querol shows, using two new indicators of ethnic and religious 

group polarization, that consociational democracy leads to a lower incidence of ethnic 

civil war (Reynal-Querol 2002). The formula for determining polarization takes the form 

below, where π denotes the proportion of each ethnicity or religion with respect to the 

entire population and N represents the number of ethnic groups or religions. 
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Equation 1: Reynal-Querol Formula for Ethnic and Religious Polarization 
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Figure 5: Relationship between Reynal-Querol’s Religious Polarization Index 
and Election Problems 

 

Polarization Measure 3: Ethnic Power Polarization (Wimmer and Cederman) 

One clear shortcoming of Reynal-Querol’s measure is that it contains no 

information about the relationship between the various ethnic and religious groups 

beyond their relative share of the population. What would be helpful to know is not 

only whether the various voter clusters are of a certain proportion, but also whether 

there is a meaningful power differential between them that could be expected to affect 

the political environment. In this sense, a society would be seen as polarized not when 
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there are groups of similar sizes, but when those groups have competing claims to state 

power and when one or a few of them possesses a disproportionate amount of power 

with regards to the rest.  
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Figure 6: Relationship between Ethnic Power Polarization and Election 
Quality 

Similarly to what was discussed with respect to societal diversity, therefore, the 

measure of ethnic power polarization is based on factual and contextual knowledge, as 

opposed to a mathematical index, and is therefore perhaps better suited for assessing the 

effect of the electoral formula, contingent on societal polarization. It is taken from the 

Cederman, Wimmer and Min Ethnic Power Relations dataset. It is based on classifying 

the politically relevant societal groups into eight categories. Four of them denote that a 

particular group is in fact able to have access to the political realm, or is included in the 

political process. This can happen when it either holds a monopoly over government, 
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when it is a dominant member of government, when it is a senior partner or, finally, a 

junior partner in a coalition. The remaining four categories indicate that a politically 

relevant group is in fact denied access to power, or excluded from the political process. 

This happens when a societal group has only local power in a separatist region, has local 

power in a non-separatist region, is altogether powerless or is being discriminated 

against by those in power. 

The polarization variable utilized in the analysis is egiptpolrqnew. It is calculated as 

the ratio of the percentage of politically relevant in relation to the total population. 

According to this coding scheme, therefore, a particular country is polarized whenever 

the percentage of the population that is included, or granted access to the political 

process, is very small in relation to the total population of the country. Some examples 

include apartheid South Africa, when EPR claims that approximately 8.5 percent of the 

population was included or modern day Rwanda, where the share of politically relevant 

population with access to power is merely 15 percent. On the other hand, non-polarized 

societies include France (with 98 percent included), Haiti (100 percent included), 

Bangladesh (87 percent included), among others.   

 In a nutshell, therefore, the biggest distinction between this measure of 

polarization and Reynal-Querol’s is that experts have made judgments with regards to 

which groups are politically important and then have also evaluated whether those 

groups are, in fact, able to make a political impact. It is therefore a very good measure of 

polarization that both reflects distribution of various politically relevant societal 
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cleavages and whether they are not only close to each other in terms of their population 

share, but, more importantly, what the share of the included population is. 

3.2.4 Overview of Diversity and Polarization Measures 

The scattergrams introduced along with the five alternative measures of societal 

diversity and polarization suggest that across the board there is a consistent negative 

correlation between how diverse or polarized a society is, regardless of the index used, 

and the extent of election-related problems. Yet, as the table below demonstrates, the 

measures are not necessarily correlated with each other to a very high degree. This is 

something worth keeping in mind when approaching the rest of this empirical chapter, 

and especially the results of the statistical analysis. At the very least, we know that 

demographically diverse societies (according to the ELF-based Alesina et al. measure) 

are not always made up of many politically-relevant groups (correlation of 0.30).  

Table 8: Bivariate correlations between the measures of diversity/polarization 

 ELRF NER EGP RGP EPR 
      
Ethnic, linguistic and religious 
fractionalization 
(ELRF) 

1.00     

Number of ethno-politically 
relevant groups  
(NER) 

0.30 1.00    

Ethnic group polarization 
(EGP) 

0.51 0.18 1.00   

Religious  group polarization 
(RGP) 

0.60 0.26 0.33 1.00  

Ethnic power polarization 
(EPR) 

0.54 0.23 0.26 0.25 1.00 
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In addition, it is not always the case that such diverse societies will also be 

polarized, regardless of the index used. This puts in perspective existing research that 

uses ELF as a direct proxy of societal heterogeneity and perhaps even constitutes a small 

suggestion that researchers need to look beyond that index to fully test theories tying 

such societal characteristic to democratic outcomes. While this set of variables might not 

be exhaustive, this is at least an attempt to move in this direction.  
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Figure 7: Diversity vs. Polarization 

 

Figure 7 sums up the difference in the ELF diversity and Cederman et al.’s 

polarization measures. The two red lines signify means of the two variables. For the 

purposes of this dissertation, the countries above the polarization mean (i.e. upper half 
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of the graph) are considered polarized. This group includes the upper left quadrant that 

consists of countries that are low on diversity, but nonetheless have significant political 

cleavages across ethno-cultural lines. Those contexts are expected to need greater 

permissiveness of the electoral system that countries in the lower right corner that have 

a high number of ethno-cultural groups that are not polarized.  

3.2.5 Measures Not Included in the Analysis 

There are a few alternative measures of polarization that are not incorporated in 

this study. The first set comes from the Minorities at Risk Dataset (MAR), which codes 

the extent to which minorities are economically and politically discriminated against 

(Gurr 1993). This approach is similar to what is done by the EPR dataset, with the key 

distinction that MAR is exclusively focused on the minorities within a particular 

country. This most likely would bias the estimates, because the data provides no 

information about the extent to which larger groups of the population, not considered to 

be minorities, are restricted in their political and economic opportunities (Cederman, 

Girardin et al. 2006). In other words, MAR is a good source information to test theories 

about minority behavior, but not a good test for the theory driving this dissertation. This 

is distinction is especially relevant in the instances when it is a minority that controls the 

majority and utilizes the electoral formula to exclude it from the political process.  

In addition to MAR, there are two polarization measures that cannot be 

incorporated because they are not publicly released by their authors at the time this 

analysis was completed. In addition, it is unclear whether, due to data availability of 



 

 

69 

some essential components, they can be calculated for the wide sample and the long 

period of time covered by the data used in this dissertation. Both measures discussed 

below have been analyzed in a cross-sectional fashion and will most likely be 

unavailable over time upon their release. 

The first variable is the between-group inequality index (BGI) by Kate Baldwin 

and John Huber (Baldwin and Huber 2009). This index combines information about both 

the number of politically-relevant groups, borrowed from Fearon, as well as between-

group economic differences. Those two components are used to create a measure of 

preference differentiation, assuming that if there is a great discrepancy in terms of the 

groups’ economic position, the groups will also differ in terms of their policy desires. 

This measure would therefore be a very exciting addition to the analysis that has so far 

looked at ethno-cultural and political diversity and polarization in terms of access to 

power. More specifically, it will contribute by adding a more substantive and policy-

oriented measure of polarization.  

The other measure that would make a good addition to the analysis is the 

country-level ethnic voting index (EVI) by John Huber (Huber 2010). It captures whether 

the proportion of voters supporting one party is the same across groups (coding of 0), 

whether each group is represented by exactly one party (coding of 1), or somewhere in 

between (Ibid, 3). This is an alternative way of figuring out whether a country’s 

population is politically divided along the ethnic dimension or not. It is also different 
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from measures of diversity based solely on demographic data by adding information 

about the respective groups’ voting behavior. 

Both EVI and BGI are measures that are very smart in their design but impose 

severe requirements on data collection that are very difficult to meet in a sample of 170 

countries over 30-year period. They do, however, provide some insight into things to 

look for in the qualitative portion of this dissertation.  

3.3 Data on Electoral Formulas 

When coding electoral formulas for this project, I adopt the classification 

suggested by the Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA) in its 

handbook on electoral system design (Reynolds, Reilly et al. 2005). There are three broad 

families of electoral formulas pinpointed by IDEA: first-past-the-post or plurality, mixed 

and proportional representation (PR). This gradation is in accordance to the 

proportionality achieved between votes cast and seats gained. The closest match 

between these two is typically achieved under PR formulas, even though, depending on 

the distribution and size of voter groups, relatively proportional outcomes could be 

achieved even under majoritarian rules. Proportionality is also related to the percentage 

of wasted votes – the less proportional the particular system, the more people will vote 

for parties that will not be able to gain any legislative presence, even though this 

tendency is somewhat mediated by strategic voting (Cox 1997).  

In the sample of approximately 1,300 elections, the electoral formula is coded as 

majoritarian or plurality in 558 instances, as mixed in 171 instances and as proportional 
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– in 465 instances. So far, I have been unable to find information for a total of 134 

elections or 10.09 percent of the sample. These tend to all be non-democratic countries in 

the earlier period, covered by the dataset. 
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Figure 8: Relationship between Electoral Formula and Election Quality4

 The two main sources used for coding this variable have been Matt Golder’s 

dataset “Democratic Electoral Systems Around the World, 1946-2000”(Golder 2004), 

which was used for coding a total of 631 elections. An additional set of 435 elections 

were coded on the basis of the PARLINE electoral system database by the Inter-

Parliamentary Union. PARLINE provides information on the electoral formula 

 

 

                                                      

4 The values for electoral formula reflect the average for a particular country over all elections covered in the 
dataset. 
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employed as of the last time the constitution was amended. The set of elections added 

after referencing PARLINE took place in much less democratic countries: the average 

Polity score for the elections coming from PARLINE was -3.13, as compared to 7.58 for 

the elections coming from Golder’s data. Combining the two, therefore, both expanded 

the sample and made it more representative of non-democratic countries. A final cross-

check of the way the variable was coded was done using Pippa Norris’s dataset on 

electoral rules (Norris 2004).   

The figure above illustrates the fact that the correlation between the 

proportionality of the electoral formula and the level of election-related problems, the 

most general measure of election quality, is -0.42. It is quite obvious, however, that this 

relationship is not linear. There are many countries that used majoritarian formulas for 

their elections and they have conducted both good and bad elections, as revealed by the 

figure. It is also quite obvious that the correlation between the electoral formula and 

election quality is opposite in sign than the correlation of the dependent variable with 

the other key independent variable, societal diversity and polarization. 

3.4 Control Variables 

The description has so far focused on the main dependent and independent 

variables. In addition to them, the models used for testing the main hypotheses of the 

dissertation will utilize all or some of the standard controls summarized below, 

depending on the specification. This section discusses those variables and the rationale 

behind including them along with the main explanatory variables.   
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Table 9: Details about Control Variables Included in the Empirical Analysis 

Variable name Variable specifics Source 
   
year Year of election QED (Kelley 2010) 
singleparty Indicator of whether there is 

only one legal political party 
QED (Kelley 2010) 
 

firstmpany 
 

Indicator of whether this is 
the first multi-party election 
 

QED (Kelley 2010) 

lngdplag Level of economic 
development (ln of GDP per 
capita) 

QED / World Bank 

lnpopulation Country size (ln of 
population) 

QED / World Bank 

exelec Indicator of whether the 
election is executive (1) or 
legislative (0) 

QED (Kelley 2010) 

pressys Presidential (1) or 
parliamentary (0) system 

QED (Kelley 2010) 

dpi_mdmh Mean district magnitude DPI  
consum Aggregate minority 

geographical concentration 
MAR 

polity Level of democracy Polity  
 

The first control is the year in which the election has taken place. This is done so 

that the presence of a time trend could be accounted for. The way the dependent 

variable values fluctuate over time certainly suggests that such a time trend exists. The 

international community has indeed started allocating more resources towards 

monitoring elections and has been present to a greater share of elections. For instance, 

the percent of monitored elections by non-governmental organizations (other than the 

State Department) has risen from essentially zero in 1975 to over 60 in 2004 (Kelley and 
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Kolev 2010). In addition, qualitative analyses of the data suggest that evaluations have 

become both more elaborate and longer. Furthermore, the evaluations of the electoral 

process, which tend to be harsher, could be at least in part related due to the better 

information attained about electoral processes across the globe in more recent times.  

The indicator variable for single-party regimes is included to account for the fact 

that electoral institutions are only expected to make a difference when there is at least a 

modicum of competition and freedom in the political process of a particular country. 

While quite a few authoritarian regimes certainly do hold elections on a regular basis, 

they do so for reasons different from making sure that they stay in office, such as finding 

information about electorate preferences, strength of opposition or adding a sense of 

legitimacy to their prolonged rule. In other words, the guaranteed victories of 

authoritarian rulers in elections are unlikely to be a byproduct of a particular formula 

employed for translating votes into seats. Rather, such rulers and their parties resort to 

much cruder and powerful means of restricting their political opponents, such as 

persecution and other forms of intimidation, outright fabrication of results, among 

others. The indicator variable of single-party regimes, therefore, tries to account for 

precisely such contexts, where democratic institutions, even when present, are trivial.  

Controlling for single-party regimes is also warranted by the distribution of cases 

in the dataset. There are a total of 212 elections that have taken place in single-party 

regimes. There is no information about the electoral formula for 76 of those elections. 

Out of the remaining 136, 124 have been conducted under majoritarian electoral 
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formulas. Since the average level of election-related problems is, unsurprisingly, very 

high and stands at 4.4 out of 5, not including this control would bias the estimates in 

favor or PR. 

The control for first multi-party election is included for somewhat similar 

reasons. Many elections that are conducted right after a formerly authoritarian regime 

has liberalized are chaotic and lack some basic administrative foundations that ensure 

their quality. They are therefore often penalized by election observers in their 

evaluations. In many instances, however, this is due in part to the lack of experience of 

conducting free and fair elections on behalf of the country’s authorities and not entirely 

a consequence of the political actors’ strategic calculations. Since the overall election 

quality variable reflects aggregate evaluations without making a distinction about their 

type, including this control would help separate mere procedural and administrative 

problems that are typical of elections in new democracies from strategic institutional 

manipulation.  

The connection between economic development and the electoral aspect of 

democracy is among the most prominent topics of research and areas of discovery 

within Comparative Politics. The GDP per capita measure utilized here is included to 

account for this empirical regularity. S. M. Lipset was the first to observe the tendency of 

richer countries to be democratic (Lipset 1959). His argument was ultimately refined by 

Przeworski, who questioned the causal impact of economic development and 

demonstrated that beyond a certain level of development (GDP per capita of $4,115), 
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democracies are simply less likely to falter back into authoritarianism (Przeworski 1991). 

Przeworski is also behind the electoral definition of democracy, claiming that 

conducting free and fair elections is sufficient to call a country democratic (Przeworski, 

Alvarez et al. 2000). Since the dependent variable taps precisely into this electoral aspect 

of democracy, this control is essential. It is lagged by election to account for the fact that 

the eventual impact of economic development on the propensity for democratic 

transition or consolidation takes time.  

The inclusion of another socio-economic variable, population size, might seem 

superfluous at first sight, especially because there are reasons to believe that it would be 

correlated with some of the main explanatory variables. For instance, countries with 

larger populations might be more likely to be diverse or polarized along ethnic lines. 

Simple bivariate correlations dispel that myth. Population size is not correlated (-0.03) 

with the Alesina fractionalization index, Reynal-Querol index of ethnic polarization (-

0.17), and Cederman et al.’s index of polarization (-0.1). It is, however, positively 

correlated at 0.46 with the number of politically relevant ethnic groups by the same 

authors. Based on those weak correlations, including this variable does make sense, 

simply because conducting elections in a more populous countries could lead to 

administrative and logistical problems that once again are not related with the 

incentives of political actors to influence the political process through institutional 

means. 
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The next two variables control for whether the election is executive and whether 

the system is presidential. Very few executive elections around the world utilize 

proportional representation formulas and are inherently winner-take-all: while the 

elected position involves more than just who is to be president and there are cabinet 

spoils to be shared among both copartisans and rivals, the winners and losers of those 

elections are more often absolute(Linz 1990). This fact, as well as the rigidity of the fixed 

presidential term in office, gives additional incentives for candidates to not concede 

defeat, which could contribute to the deterioration of the electoral process. 

 In addition, presidents seem to have a hard time coexisting in contexts, 

characterized by multiple parties (Mainwaring 1993). While the objective of this 

dissertation is different from informing or taking sides in this debate, the control for 

presidential system is included to both inform this existing literature and account for the 

fact that in certain instances the electoral quality could be influenced not so much by the 

electoral formula employed, but by the form of government. Both the control for 

executive election and presidential system will hopefully address concerns that the logic 

tying the electoral formula to election quality spelled out in this project is more 

applicable to legislative elections and parliamentary systems.  

 The measure of average district magnitude is taken from the World Bank’s 

Database of Political Institutions dataset (Beck, Clarke et al. 2001). It represents the 

weighted average of the number of representatives elected by each constituency size. 

This is a very data-intensive and challenging measure and DPI has done the best, albeit 



 

 

78 

not perfect, job to code this variable. The district magnitude is another aspect of the 

electoral law that influences the proportionality of votes and seats. In a sense, low 

district magnitude can offset the proportional effect achieved through PR laws, whereas 

high district magnitude reaffirms it. Including it as a control is therefore extremely 

relevant for the question at hand.  

The measure of minority group geographic concentration is taken from the 

Minorities at Risk Dataset (Minorities at Risk Project 2009). It represents the sum of 

regional concentration for all politically relevant minorities identified by the dataset, 

ranging from 1 (widely dispersed) to 4 (concentrated in one region). The extent to which 

a more majoritarian formula would be able to exclude sizeable minorities is inversely 

related to their concentration. For instance, if a smaller and politically relevant group is 

concentrated in one or a few districts only, it will be able to win those districts and 

receive political representation even under SMD majoritarian arrangement, as long as 

they constitute the majority within those districts. If the same groups are dispersed 

throughout the entire country, however, they are most likely to not get any 

representation, unless PR is implemented.  

Economic and political discrimination as of the last electoral cycle are two 

controls taken for the MAR dataset. These are coded for each minority group identified 

as relevant by MAR on a 0 (non-discriminated) to 4 (extremely discriminated). The 

variables included in the analysis represent the aggregate discrimination across all 
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groups, divided by the number of groups. These create a measure of the extent to which 

smaller voter groups have been discriminated in the past.  

The final variable discussed in this section is the level of democracy during the 

previous electoral cycle, taken from the Polity dataset (Marshall and Jaggers 2007). It is 

introduced here with a word of caution. While it is often used as a standard control in 

analyses of this nature, it is unclear whether a measure of democracy should be entered 

into a regression estimating election quality. As discussed earlier, election quality is at 

least a component of democracy. Therefore, the main dependent variable (election 

quality) is a part of greater whole that we are controlling for (level of democracy), which 

could be problematic. Polity is unsurprisingly correlated at -0.82 with the level of 

election-related problems and at -0.66 with the level of pre-election cheating. In addition, 

Polity is significantly correlated at -0.64 with another control variable already discussed 

– the indicator for single-party system. As elaborated elsewhere, including two 

measures of related phenomena as independent variables in the same regression could 

bias the estimation (Ray 2003). While Polity is considered in the empirical analysis, the 

main results are reported without it in the regressions. In no instance does including 

Polity in the regression change the significance or the sign of the coefficients of the main 

variables of interest.    

3.5 Model Estimation 

There are two techniques employed here to test the hypotheses developed in 

Chapter 2, using the variables described so far in this chapter. I first run ordered 
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logistical regressions (ordered logit, in short), clustered by country. This is procedure is 

used because all dependent variables included are ordinal and coded either on a 0 (low) 

to 5 (high) scale in the case of election-related problems, or on a 0 (low) to 3 (high) scale 

in the case of cheating. The concrete values that each variable takes on are not only 

arranged in ascending order, but are also mutually exclusive and are based on 

qualitative judgments with regards to the three outcomes of interest. The models are 

clustered by country because there are reasons to believe that the observations are not 

independent within the particular groups of states. Following those estimations, I use 

the Clarify package in Stata to (King, Tomz et al. 2000) illustrate how switching between 

the various electoral formulas influences the propensity of having election-related 

problems, violence or cheating.   

Table 10: Model Specification 

Dependent 
Variable 

Dependent 
Variable 

Dependent 
Variable 

Dependent 
Variable 

Dependent 
Variable 

     
DV Lag DV Lag DV Lag DV Lag DV Lag 
Formula*ELRF Formula*NER Formula*ER Formula*ERGP Formula*EPR 
Formula Formula Formula Formula Formula 
ELRF NER ER ERGP EPR 
Controls Controls Controls Controls Controls 

This section will present the extent to which the various measures of societal 

diversity and polarization predict the five dependent variables. The regression results 

will be organized following the scheme presented in the table above. In it, each column 

contains a different interaction term using the variable for electoral formula and one of 

the five alternative measures of diversity or polarization presented earlier. In addition, 
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each regression will contain a lagged DV term to control for autocorrelation and the 

standard set of controls discussed earlier.  

3.5.1 The Universe of Cases 

 

Figure 9: Geographic Distribution of Cases 

It is important to understand that, due to the high number of right-hand 

variables, the cases that actually make it into the regressions are much fewer than the 

some 1,200 elections that are contained within QED. The variables with the highest share 

of missing values are the more nuanced and difficult to code variables that have to do 

with ethnic diversity or polarization.  

The figure above represents the geographic distribution of cases included in the 

first estimation of election-related problems, which will be presented in the section 

immediately after this one. It is worth pointing out that well over 400 elections in 95 

countries are included in this analysis and they form a representative geographic 

distribution. 112 elections come from 30 African countries and other semi- or non-
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democratic countries in Asia, Central and Eastern Europe and Latin America. The most 

democratic countries, for which the dynamic described by the theory does not make a 

whole lot of case, are pronouncedly underrepresented – only 72 elections from 9 OECD 

countries are included in the sample. In addition, fully excluding those complete 

democracies from the analysis does not in fact change the sign and significance of the 

key variables in the estimations.  

The sample remains relatively consistent across the other dependent variables, 

because those core QED variables tend to be consistently coded for all elections. More 

information, including a full listing of the countries and election-years that make up the 

sample, as well as breakdown by the other dependent variables and alternative 

estimations, including only non-OECD countries, can be found in the Appendix. 

3.5.2 Model 1: Predictors of Election-Related Problems (Overall 
Election Quality) 

As discussed earlier, the variable “problems” contains information about the 

overall extent of election-related problems observed. Higher values of this variable, 

therefore, indicate lower election quality.  To confirm the main hypothesis of this study, 

therefore, the coefficient of the interaction variable between a particular measure of 

diversity or polarization and the electoral formula should have a negative and 

significant coefficient as a predictor, suggesting that the more proportional the electoral 

formula, the fewer problems there are.  
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Table 11 reports the results of the ordered logit estimation of the extent of 

election-related problems. The five key interactions that test the theory are listed in bold 

towards the top of the table for ease of interpretation. Four of them are statistically 

significant and in the direction stipulated by the theory. The interaction with ELRF, 

Alesina’s measure of a country’s ethnic, linguistic and religious fractionalization is the 

first one. According to the estimation, a country that is diverse according to those three 

demographic indicators can benefit from the implementation of PR electoral formula.  

The second interaction variable is between the electoral formula and Wimmer 

and Cederman’s measure of number of politically relevant groups. To my surprise, this 

is the only variable that does not come up significant. As a reminder, this measure was 

included to address a shortcoming of Alesina’s measure, which did not account for 

whether the diversity created by the sheer number of ethno-cultural groups was in fact 

politically relevant. The expectation was that, if the dynamic between diversity and 

electoral formula does in fact play out the way it was hypothesized, this more precise 

measure of heterogeneity would come up statistically significant as well.  
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Table 115

VARIABLES 

: Predictors of Election-Related Problems (Overall Election Quality) 

problems problems problems problems problems 
            
Election Problems (lag) 1.015*** 1.041*** 1.016*** 1.030*** 0.976*** 

 
[0.109] [0.114] [0.112] [0.112] [0.113] 

Formula*ELRF -0.545** 
    

 
[0.252] 

    Formula*NER 
 

-0.0343 
   

  
[0.0447] 

   Formula*EGP 
  

-1.519* 
  

   
[0.898] 

  Formula*RGP 
   

-1.255*** 
 

    
[0.413] 

 Formula*EPR 
    

-1.526*** 

     
[0.543] 

Electoral Formula 0.149 -0.280 0.386 0.148 0.612 

 
[0.355] [0.239] [0.553] [0.221] [0.413] 

Year 0.0614*** 0.0562*** 0.0575*** 0.0657*** 0.0509** 

 
[0.0186] [0.0190] [0.0179] [0.0202] [0.0200] 

Single-Party 0.800 0.805* 0.880* 0.853 0.664 

 
[0.488] [0.453] [0.457] [0.538] [0.476] 

GDP pc (lag) -0.649*** -0.658*** -0.616*** -0.623*** -0.651*** 

 
[0.123] [0.109] [0.118] [0.118] [0.123] 

Population (ln lag) 0.819*** 0.815*** 0.808*** 0.773*** 0.919*** 

 
[0.131] [0.146] [0.130] [0.123] [0.142] 

Presidentialism 1.089*** 1.078*** 1.285*** 1.218*** 1.044*** 

 
[0.297] [0.300] [0.302] [0.314] [0.314] 

Avg. District Magnitude 0.0173*** 0.0170*** 0.0160*** 0.0167*** 0.0163*** 

 
[0.00526] [0.00639] [0.00542] [0.00539] [0.00578] 

Political Disc MAR 1.213*** 0.998* 1.096** 1.249*** 1.234** 

 
[0.398] [0.513] [0.440] [0.419] [0.541] 

Societal Diversity (Alesina) 0.907 
    

 
[0.556] 

    Group # (Wimmer & Cederman) 
 

0.0527 
   

  
[0.0886] 

   Ethnic polarization (Reynal-Querol) 
  

3.187* 
  

   
[1.790] 

  Religious polarization (Reynal-
Querol) 

   
2.748*** 

 
    

[0.836] 
                                                       

5 The following variables do not come up significant in any of the five estimations and are therefore dropped 
from the table: first multiparty elections, executive elections, minority concentration, average economic 
discrimination.  
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Table 11 (Continued) 

 
Ethnic Power Pol. (Cederman et al.) 

    
3.839*** 

     
[1.434] 

Constant 
     

      Observations 432 399 418 418 382 
Robust standard errors in brackets 

     *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
      

The next interaction is from one of three models that move away from diversity 

and focus more on polarization. The first one is with Reynal-Querol’s ethnic group 

polarization index. It is highest when the ethnic groups are at relative parity in terms of 

their proportion of the population. This variable was expected to be an important 

predictor of election quality, since applying a majoritarian formula in a context where 

the major groups are relatively equal could imply that a relatively large proportion of 

the population would be excluded from politics. Indeed, the statistical significance and 

direction of the coefficient suggests that this might indeed be the case: shifting the 

formula from a majoritarian to a more proportional one does reduce the extent of 

election-related problems in contexts that are ethnically polarized according to Reynal-

Querol’s measure. 

The same tendency is confirmed by another measure developed by Reynal-

Querol that is calculated in a similar fashion, but on the basis of a country’s religious 

groups. While there might be an ongoing debate with regards to the most relevant 

societal characteristic around which political cleavages form, it is nonetheless reassuring 
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to see that, at least within the scope of this project, the two act in the same fashion. PR 

seem to have the same positive effect on election quality within religiously polarized 

countries characterized by equally sized religious groups.  

The third measure of polarization and the last utilized in the empirical analysis 

comes from Cederman et al.’s dataset. It is based on the measure of politically relevant 

ethnic groups and evaluates the extent to which they have access to power. A polarized 

country, according to this definition, is a country where a relatively small fraction of the 

population has access to power. According to the estimation, countries that do suffer 

from a great degree of differentiation in terms of the access to policymaking power do 

indeed see an improvement in their electoral process if they rely on PR rules for 

translating votes into seats. One way to explain that is by remembering that PR lowers 

barriers to entry for formerly excluded groups of voters and their political 

representatives.  

Table 12: Probability of Completely Clean Elections (confidence intervals in 
parentheses) 

 *ELRF *EGP *RGP *EPR 

 Homog. Diverse 
Non-
pol. 

Polariz
ed 

Non-
pol. 

Polari
zed 

Non-
pol. 

Polarize
d 

         

Maj. 31% 
(16-50) 

21% 
(8-42) 

45% 
(18-73) 

16% 
(5-33) 

42% 
(24-62) 

14% 
(6-27) 

60% 
(30-87) 

14% 
(6-28) 

Mixed 40% 
(2-57) 

45% 
(26-65) 

34% 
(16-57) 

32% 
(17-49) 

40% 
(25-55) 

35% 
(20-51) 

49% 
(29-70) 

63% 
(35-86) 

PR 33% 
(16-56) 

71% 
(45-89) 

27% 
(8-60) 

66% 
(44-82) 

38% 
(22-55) 

64% 
(41-82) 

38% 
(17-60) 

52% 
(32-72) 

The table above reveals the likelihood of having problem-free elections 

(dependent variable is equal to 0) for the four interactions that came up significant in the 
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statistical models. The probabilities are calculated using the Clarify package in Stata 

across the three alternative electoral formula arrangements with respect to whether a 

society is homogeneous or diverse or non-polarized and polarized. In the estimation, all 

control variables are kept at their means, while diversity/polarization and the electoral 

formula and their interaction are shifted from their minimal to maximum values.  

One thing that the table illustrates is that there is a significant dropoff in the 

likelihood of problem-free elections when majoritarian formulas are used in diverse or 

polarized societies, as compared to homogeneous or non-polarized. The likelihood of 

having clean polls in the former fluctuates between 14 and 21 percent, whereas it is 

between 31 and 67 percent in the latter. This tendency is virtually reversed for PR: the 

likelihood of free and fair elections is between 52 and 71 percent when such a formula is 

used in diverse or polarized societies and is between merely 27 and 38 percent in 

homogeneous and non-polarized contexts. This puts more concrete numbers behind 

what the statistical models already revealed. 

There are two other tendencies that are worth pointing out. First, majoritarian 

formulas tend to perform better than both mixed and especially PR in homogeneous and 

non-polarized contexts. This is most pronounced in the estimations using Reynal-

Querol’s index of ethnic polarization and Cederman et al.’s index of ethno-political 

polarization. Using the latter as an example (Column 4), one can easily see that the 

likelihood of having free and fair elections in a non-polarized environment under 
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majoritarian formulas is very high and stands at 60 percent. This is much higher than the 

likelihood of facing no problems under PR rules, which is merely 38.  

Finally, the fluctuations between the maximum and minimum likelihoods are 

much more severe under majoritarian rules. Using Column 4 as an example again, there 

is a 46-percent decrease in the probability of a clean election as a society switches from 

polarized to non-polarized under majoritarian formula, compared to a 12-percent 

differential under PR. This tendency can be approached in another way too. Holding 

polarization constant, the relative reduction in probability of clean polls if a PR is 

introduced in a non-polarized society that has formerly used majoritarian rules is 22 

percent. At the same time, the reduction in the likelihood of free and fair elections if 

majoritarian formula is introduced in a polarized society that has formerly used PR is 38 

percent.  

The preceding discussion has highlighted three empirical regularities. First, PR 

and majoritarian seem to be suitable for polarized and diverse versus non-polarized and 

homogeneous contexts, respectively. Second, this provides support for the hypothesis 

that PR is better for elections in divided and diverse societies and the claim that 

majoritarian formulas are very much suitable when polarization is low. Third, switching 

from PR to majoritarian will be associated with a greater absolute change in the 

likelihood of free and fair elections than shifting from majoritarian to PR.  

Overall, the analysis in this section has tested and confirmed the proposition put 

forward in Hypothesis 1 – namely that PR would lead to a better overall quality of 
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elections in societies that are characterized by a larger number of ethnic, religious and 

linguistic groups or groups that are politically polarized.  

3.5.3 Model 2: Predictors of Pre-Election Fraud 

Pre-election fraud was discussed earlier in the chapter. It measures activities that 

restrict the ability of the incumbent’s political opponents to campaign, such as 

intimidation and restricting freedom to campaign, as well as other actions that constitute 

abuse of power, such as taking advantage of government resources, controlling the 

media, among others.  

Higher values of the dependent variable, which is coded on a 0-3 scale, indicate a 

greater extent of electoral manipulation during the pre-election period. If Hypothesis 2 

form Chapter 2 is to be confirmed, the interaction term between the electoral formula 

and the measures of diversity and polarization should have a negative sign and be 

statistically significant. As elaborated in this chapter, this would reflect the expectation 

that the winner-take-all nature of majoritarian formulas will stimulate political 

candidates to engage in electoral manipulation as an additional means of winning votes 

and ensuring they are not completely left out of the political scene. This tendency will be 

especially pronounced in diverse or polarized contexts where the likelihood of 

numerous voter groups that could be excluded is highest.  
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Table 136

VARIABLES 

: Predictors of Pre-Election Fraud 

PE Cheating PE Cheating PE Cheating 
        
P-E Cheating (lag) 0.733*** 0.744*** 0.559*** 

 
[0.130] [0.132] [0.141] 

Formula*EGP -2.015** 
  

 
[0.797] 

  Formula*RGP 
 

-1.093** 
 

  
[0.452] 

 Formula*EPR 
  

-1.680*** 

   
[0.521] 

Electoral Formula 0.660 0.0746 0.822* 

 
[0.481] [0.295] [0.427] 

Year 0.0404 0.0434 0.0599* 

 
[0.0268] [0.0277] [0.0313] 

Single-Party 1.385*** 1.714*** 1.609*** 

 
[0.419] [0.509] [0.557] 

GDP pc (lag) -0.347*** -0.318** -0.576*** 

 
[0.128] [0.133] [0.135] 

Population (ln lag) 0.413*** 0.383*** 0.727*** 

 
[0.143] [0.141] [0.142] 

Presidentialism 0.923*** 0.857*** 0.662** 

 
[0.260] [0.258] [0.278] 

Avg. District Magnitude 0.00957** 0.0107** 0.0105** 

 
[0.00396] [0.00440] [0.00444] 

Minority Concentration -0.0132 -0.0240* -0.0229* 

 
[0.0118] [0.0137] [0.0135] 

Ethnic polarization (Reynal-
Querol) 4.518*** 

  
 

[1.445] 
  Religious polarization (Reynal-

Querol) 
 

2.768*** 
 

  
[0.966] 

 Ethnic Power Pol. (Cederman et 
al.) 

  
3.844*** 

   
[1.176] 

Constant 
   

                                                      

6 The following variables do not come up significant in any of the five estimations and are therefore dropped 
from the table: Formula *ELRF, Formula*NER, first multiparty election, executive election, political 
discrimination, economic discrimination.  
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Table 13 (continued) 
 

   Observations 382 382 352 
Robust standard errors in 
brackets 

   *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
    

The results presented above do confirm, to a certain extent, those expectations. 

The last three of the five interaction terms are significant and in the expected direction. 

All three reflect the combined effect of the electoral formula and some sort of societal 

polarization – ethnic, religious and ethno-political, respectively. The first of the other 

two interactions incorporates Alesina et al.’s measure of socio-cultural diversity. The 

second interaction is between the electoral formula and the number of politically 

relevant groups, as measured by Cederman et al. Neither one of those measures comes 

up significant. This confirms somewhat a tendency revealed by Table 3.6 too – namely, 

that it is perhaps polarization, rather than societal diversity per se, that is key in 

explaining fluctuations in the electoral process.  

Table 14: Probability of Elections with no Pre-Election Cheating (Confidence 
Intervals in Parentheses) 

 *EGP *RGP *EPR 

 
Non-
pol. Polarized 

Non-
pol. Polarized 

Non-
pol. Polarized 

       

Maj. 78% 
(60-91) 

25% 
(11-42) 

69% 
(49-84) 

30% 
(18-44) 

78% 
(57-92) 

33% 
(28-48) 

Mixed 65% 
(46-82) 

44% 
(31-58) 

67% 
(56-77) 

54% 
(41-67) 

64% 
(48-78) 

84% 
(65-95) 

PR 51% 
(19-83) 

78% 
(62-89) 

65% 
(49-79) 

75% 
(58-89) 

45% 
(21-69) 

72% 
(58-83) 
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The main takeaway message from the results presented in this section is that PR 

does significantly better in societies that are ethnically, religiously or politically 

polarized. The likelihood that PR will lead to no manipulation of the process in the pre-

election period in polarized societies is between 72 and 78 percent, depending on the 

particular measure used. At the same time, PR is not recommended for contexts that are 

not polarized, where the probability of playing by the rules clean game is somewhat 

lower, especially when Cederman et al.’s measure of ethnic polarization is used.  

The performance of majoritarian electoral formulas with respect to polarization is 

a mirror image of what was just stated about PR. Consistent with the expectations 

outlined in the theory chapter, the probability of having fraud-free environment in the 

pre-election period ranges between merely 25 and 33 percent when a society is 

polarized. At the same time, the numbers jump to between 69 and 78 percent when a 

country is not ethnically, religiously, or politically polarized.  

The models that were just discussed provide partial proof in favor of Hypothesis 

2. It seems to be indeed the case that PR is more applicable in societies that are not easy 

to integrate along ethnic, religious or ethno-political lines. As discussed earlier, in such 

circumstances, the groups that are driven apart will not be able to reconcile their 

differences and enter pre-electoral coalitions and essentially rally behind a couple of 

major parties. Since this is what is typically necessary to have no sizeable portions of the 

population excluded from power under majoritarian rules, the different voter clusters 

and the parties that represent them will have incentives to cheat in the pre-electoral 
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period. This will include getting control of media outlets, intimidating rival voters, 

abusing government resources, among other illicit means of persuading voters, which 

are, I argue, a result of the winner-take all nature of majoritarian contexts in an 

environment of irreconcilable differences.  

While all three measures of societal polarization behave as expected, the two 

measures of diversity do not. Their lack of significance is curious, since it suggests that 

polarization might be a better measure of the ability of a society to aggregate its political 

interests into a few political parties than simple heterogeneity.  In other words, a country 

that is not particularly diverse but severely ethno-culturally and politically polarized 

will have a harder time staging free and fair elections that a country that might be 

diverse but suffers from no significant polarization of its various politically relevant 

voter groups.  

3.5.4 Model 3: Predictors of Election-Day Fraud 

Election-day fraud is a measure of activities that violate the integrity of the 

polling process on the day of the election. Higher values of this dependent variable, 

coded on a 0-3 scale once again, indicate a greater extent of electoral manipulation, 

which includes ballot-box stuffing, inflated vote count, falsification of protocols, 

manipulation of voter turnout figures, among others.  

If the hypotheses from Chapter 3 are to be verified, the interaction term between 

the electoral formula and the measures of diversity and polarization should have a 

negative sign and be statistically significant. This would mean that the application of PR 
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discourages political actors from engaging in fraudulent practices, due to the higher 

likelihood that even smaller voter groups will gain political representation. 

 The hypotheses are not confirmed by the statistical analysis. The full regression 

table can be found in the Appendix. The lack of significance of the key interaction 

variables is probably due to the combined effect of the relatively low variation on the 

dependent variable and the inclusion of three very powerful controls: the lagged 

dependent variable, level of economic development and population. The presence of 

significant number cases where fraud was either not detected or not reported is most 

likely a product of the fact that detecting illicit activities on election-day is probably the 

most challenging aspect of observing and assessing elections.  

3.5.5 Model 4: Predictors of Government Turnover 

The basic intuition behind including government turnover as a dependent 

variable and a proxy for election quality is that an incumbent that has the power to 

manipulate the electoral process and therefore reduce its quality will also be more likely 

to not experience a government turnover. At the same time, it is quite possible that an 

incumbent might lose even if cheating is prevalent or remain in power if there is no 

fraud.  

Since government turnover is a direct measure of the likelihood of remaining in 

power, which is the ultimate goal of most political actors, it makes it possible to find out 

what implications the electoral formula by itself, or in interaction with societal diversity 

and polarization, has for the calculations that politicians make. To tease out the possible 
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nuances, a couple of modifications are made beyond what the analysis has included for 

testing the first three hypotheses.  

First, the models are run without the interaction variable, merely with electoral 

formula and societal diversity or polarization as controls. PR should, generally speaking, 

increase the likelihood for a government turnover, regardless of other societal 

characteristics, simply because of the tendency of more proportional formulas to 

increase the number of politically viable parties, the formation of coalition governments 

and their subsequent relative instability. This tendency should not be mistaken for what 

we are truly after: namely, government turnover in diverse or polarized societies. This 

first set of models, simply tests the straightforward relationship between electoral 

formula and government turnover.  

Second, the interaction term between electoral formula and societal diversity or 

polarization is inserted into the analysis, while controlling for each of the key 

independent variables as usual. If the impact of the electoral formula is contingent on 

the specified societal characteristics, the interaction should be significant, while the 

single control variables should lose any significance they’ve had prior to the inclusion of 

the interaction variable. This would lead to the conclusion that there is an added effect 

of the electoral formula in diverse/polarized contexts beyond the tendency of more 

proportional laws to increase government turnover.  

Finally, the control for single-party state is replaced with Polity in the analysis 

for two reasons. First, the former is, unsurprisingly, a perfect predictor of the lack of 
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government turnover, since no single-party state experiences a change in its ruling party 

after an election. Second, Polity is not significantly correlated with any of the remaining 

independent variables, including the lagged dependent variable, which makes its 

inclusion methodologically safe. At the same time, including a control for measure of 

democracy is important, since it is expected to be a rather powerful predictor of 

government turnover and not including so could seriously bias the results.  

Since the variable is dichotomous, the models run are logistical regressions, 

clustered by country. The hypotheses specified in Chapter 2 would be confirmed if the 

interaction variables between electoral formula and societal diversity or polarization are 

statistically significant and have a positive sign, indicating that introducing PR makes it 

more likely for an incumbent in a diverse or polarized society to lose power.  

The regression results from the models that do not include interactions between 

the electoral formula and the alternative measures of diversity and polarization are 

included in Appendix C. They suggest that electoral institutions that PR does indeed 

lead to more frequent government turnover. Similarly, government turnover is more 

likely in democratic contexts, as indicated by the sign and significance of the Polity 

variable. Therefore, all other things being equal, it will be rational for incumbents to not 

want to be opposed to proportionality in converting votes into seats, regardless of the 

diversity or polarization of a particular society – a finding that is hardly surprising or 

counterintuitive.  
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Table 157

LABELS 

: Predictors of Government Turnover 

Govt. 
Turnover 

Govt. 
Turnover 

Govt. 
Turnover 

Govt. 
Turnover 

Govt. 
Turnover 

            
Govt. Turnover (lag) 0.124 0.0186 0.156 0.194 0.101 

 
[0.247] [0.258] [0.256] [0.254] [0.264] 

Formula*ELRF 0.253 
    

 
[0.238] 

    Formula*NER 
 

-0.0262 
   

  
[0.0626] 

   Formula*EGP 
  

1.201* 
  

   
[0.628] 

  Formula*RGP 
   

0.755** 
 

    
[0.344] 

 Formula*EPR 
    

1.024** 

     
[0.442] 

Electoral Formula -0.00402 0.386 -0.321 -0.00841 -0.338 

 
[0.336] [0.270] [0.380] [0.186] [0.291] 

Year 0.0307* 0.0336** 0.0324** 0.0246 0.0306* 

 
[0.0161] [0.0165] [0.0161] [0.0160] [0.0177] 

GDP pc (lag) -0.236** -0.202* -0.246** -0.181 -0.222** 

 
[0.105] [0.110] [0.0991] [0.118] [0.102] 

Presidentialism -0.484* -0.460 -0.679** -0.655** -0.350 

 
[0.279] [0.317] [0.286] [0.300] [0.301] 

Avg. District Magnitude -0.0112*** -0.00665** -0.0113*** -0.0129*** -0.0109*** 

 
[0.00385] [0.00310] [0.00348] [0.00370] [0.00348] 

Minority Concentration 0.0403 0.0583* 0.0399* 0.0393 0.0417* 

 
[0.0247] [0.0325] [0.0226] [0.0251] [0.0253] 

Polity (lag) 0.171*** 0.166*** 0.167*** 0.161*** 0.164*** 

 
[0.0320] [0.0317] [0.0311] [0.0304] [0.0330] 

Societal Diversity (Alesina) -0.730 
    

 
[0.653] 

    Group # (Wimmer & 
Cederman) 

 
-0.0300 

   
  

[0.125] 
   Ethnic polarization (Reynal-

Querol) 
  

-3.002* 
  

   
[1.699] 

  Religious polarization 
(Reynal-Querol) 

   
-1.238 

                                                       

7 The following variables do not come up significant in any of the five estimations and are therefore dropped 
from the table: first multiparty election, population, executive election, political discrimination, economic 
discrimination.  
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Table 15 (continued) 
 

   
[0.942] 

 Ethnic Power Pol. (Cederman 
et al.) 

    
-2.555** 

     
[1.220] 

Constant -59.95* -67.42** -61.93* -49.10 -57.94* 

 
[31.48] [32.55] [31.61] [31.43] [34.71] 

        521 478 504 504 459 

      
      Table 15 shows how the interaction between the electoral formula and societal 

diversity and polarization influences government turnover. It is the three measures of 

ethnic, religious and ethno-political polarization that are once again significant. It is the 

case that PR will increase the likelihood of an incumbent loss of power in societies, 

characterized by polarized voter groups. This effect is robust even when controlling for 

levels of democracy and the previously established positive effect on the electoral 

formula alone. In fact, a look at the results reveals the curious finding that the inclusion 

of the interaction effect wipes out impact the previously significant electoral formula 

variable, possibly suggesting that its effect on turnover is better explored through the 

interaction with societal polarization.  

The Clarify estimations for the three significant interaction variables: ethnic, 

religious and ethno-political polarization, are presented above. It is quite obvious that 

the likelihood of losing power in polarized societies under majoritarian rules is very low, 

ranging from 9 to 14 percent. At the same time, in non-polarized contexts, majoritarian 

formulas will lead to government turnover between 21 and 39 percent of the time, 

depending on the polarization measure used in the analysis. 
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Table 16: Probability of Government Turnover (Confidence Intervals in 
Parentheses) 

 *EGP *RGP *EPR 

 
Non-
pol. 

Polarized 
Non-
pol. 

Polarized 
Non-
pol. 

Polarized 

       

Maj. 38% 
(13-69) 

9% 
(0-21) 

21% 
(10-37) 

14% 
(5-27) 

39% 
(16-65) 

12% 
(5-25) 

Mixed 30% 
(14-50) 

16% 
(7-28) 

21% 
(11-3) 

25% 
(14-38) 

29% 
(15-48) 

20% 
(11-32) 

PR 24% 
(11-42) 

32% 
(19-50) 

21% 
(11-34) 

41% 
(27-57) 

26% 
(12-44) 

33% 
(21-46) 

The difference in the turnover probabilities is much more moderate for PR, but 

the tendency is reversed. When the society is not polarized, between 21 and 26 percent 

of the elections will result in a different party getting a hold of government, depending 

on the polarization measure employed. When polarized, this likelihood stands at 

between 32 and 41 percent. 

There are several conclusions that could be drawn. First, it is much more 

politically prudent for an incumbent to want to preserve or adopt the majoritarian 

electoral formula in a politically polarized society. Such an arrangement will increase the 

likelihood that the incumbent will be an absolute winner in the race and maintain the 

grip on power, since the deep societal divisions will make it difficult for voters from 

different groups to bridge their differences and unite under a coherent political banner 

that can effectively challenge the incumbent. 

 This is not the case when a society is not polarized. The likelihood of losing the 

election under majoritarian electoral rules is equal and, more often, lower than the 

likelihood under PR when the society is not polarized. This is so, I suggest, precisely 
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because the chance of several groups forming grad coalitions and turning an incumbent 

into an absolute loser when this is the case will be higher.  

3.6 Chapter Overview and Conclusion 

This chapter has tested the four hypotheses introduced in Chapter 2, each 

resulting in a different outcome of interest. The core idea of the theory and the empirics 

presented so far has been based on institutional exogeneity. That is, the contingent effect 

of the electoral formulas demonstrated so far is based on the assumption that 

institutions influence the democratic outcomes of interest, regardless of the factors that 

led to their design to begin with.  

As with any research design, this analysis has been sensitive to both the sign and 

the significance of the coefficients for the main explanatory variables. The hypothesis is 

considered to have been confirmed when the key variables of interest are both 

statistically significant and in the direction stipulated by the theory. Any lack of 

significance is interpreted as evidence in favor of the null hypothesis. Any significance 

with a coefficient sign in the opposite direction is considered as falsification of the main 

hypotheses.  The table below summarizes the findings and the extent to which each 

hypothesis has been verified or not and the key independent variables that have come 

up significant among the five alternatives. Three of the hypotheses are confirmed to 

some extent, while there is no evidence about one of them (election-day cheating), 

perhaps due to insufficient variation on this dependent variable, as discussed earlier in 

the chapter.  
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Table 17: Summary of Empirical Results 

Hypothesis DV Diversity 
Confirmatory 

Polarization 
Confirmatory 

Key 
Explanation 

Hypothesis 
status 

     
Overall Quality 1/2 3/3 Diversity and 

polarization 
Positive 

Pre-election 
Fraud 

0/2 3/3 Polarization 
only 

Positive 

Election-day 
Fraud 

0/2 0/3 Neither Null 

Turnover 0/2 3/3 Polarization 
only 

Positive 

 

The results of the empirical analysis also have some implications when 

researchers discuss good measures of societal heterogeneity. At least according to the 

results presented in this study, it might be the case that simple ethno-linguistic 

fractionalization measures of diversity are not well suited for identifying groups that are 

influenced by electoral institutions. As demonstrated by the regression estimates, simply 

enumerating the number of ethnic, linguistic and religious groups or even politically 

relevant groups yields no results, once proper controls are included in the regressions. 

Had the analysis stopped there, there would be little that could be said about the 

hypotheses other than that the null hypothesis is the most likely outcome.  

The three alternative measures of societal polarization, however, perform quite 

nicely across three of the four models. They are taken from two different sources and 

calculated using two very different methodologies – simple mathematical formula and 

qualitative expert evaluations of the level of access to power of the ethno-politically 

relevant groups. Yet, they seem to tap into a similar dimension of inter-group political 



 

 

102 

dynamics that are a more relevant way of getting at the question at hand. Existing 

studies of the effects of electoral laws on democratic outcomes and processes could 

benefit from retesting their results using different and more stringent controls and those 

or related measures of political polarization.  

Finally, the last dependent variable analyzed in this chapter, government 

turnover, provides a nice transition into institutional origins and endogeneity, which 

will be the main topic of the following chapters. One finding in particular from this 

analysis is worth revisiting. First, it is indeed the case that PR is associated with more 

frequent government turnover, even when controlling for economic development, level 

of democracy and, most importantly for the purposes of this project, societal 

polarization.  Assuming that political actors are rational and have this information, this 

finding alone should raise some doubts about whether the electoral laws, assumed by 

many to be exogenous, are not in fact some intermediate variable that is part of a longer 

process originating in specific power distributions and capabilities among political 

actors and influencing democratic outcomes.  

The following qualitative chapters, therefore, explore this proposition in more 

depth by picking cases that separate institutional design from relative power 

distribution among the political actors. 
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4. Nigeria: Right Diagnosis, Wrong Medicine 
The surest way to kill the idea of democracy in a plural 

society is to adopt the Anglo-American electoral system of first-
past-the-post. 

             
William Arthur Lewis 

4.1 Case Introduction 

The theoretical chapter outlined two institutional means for achieving adequate 

representation using alternative electoral formulas in countries that are ethno-culturally 

polarized. The first one is by adopting proportional representation as the formula for 

translating votes into seats, even in districts where rivalling ethnicities coexist. The 

second is by adopting majoritarian formula, but making sure all electoral districts are 

ethno-culturally homogeneous.  

Nigeria is a good case study of electoral formula design due to its significant 

levels of ethno-cultural diversity and polarization. It is a country where many ethnicities 

and religions coexist together and some regions are more polarized along ethnic and 

religious lines than others. Those ethnic differences are long-lasting and precede and 

transcend the national identities that might have emerged after independence. In the 

words of Post and Vickers, Nigeria is a society characterized by “the existence ... of 

groups with distinct differences in their ways of life, which are expressed in different 

institutional systems” (Post and Vickers 1973).  

The British, towards the end of their colonial control over Nigeria, were the first 

to conclude that the most polarized administrative units were also the most difficult to 
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turn into homogeneous electoral districts. Yet, by adopting majoritarian rules they 

prescribed the wrong medicine and introduced a political institution that solidified 

ethnic and religious rivalries and cemented a winner-take-all approach to politics that 

has troubled the country in spite of three democratization attempts. This same approach 

to dealing with ethno-cultural polarization was applied in Nigeria five times after the 

British left: in 1967, 1976, 1987, 1991, and 1996. It consisted of trying to homogenize the 

electoral and administrative divisions of the country by making them progressively 

smaller and constantly changing their boundaries. One alternative to accommodating 

minorities, which would have been designing multi-member districts and using 

proportional representation electoral formula, was never considered – neither by the 

British nor the Nigerian politicians thereafter. 

4.2 Nigeria as a Theoretical Illustration 

With regards to the specific religious and ethnic breakdown, U.S. government 

estimates suggest that 50 percent of the population nationwide is Muslim and 40 percent 

is Christian (Paden 2008, 7). In addition, the country features between 250 and 400 

ethno-linguistic groups. The three most distinct ones include the Hausa and Fulani (29 

percent), Yoruba (21 percent) and Igbo (18 percent). However, those three, along with 

several others (Kanuri, Tiv, Nupe, Edo, Ibibio-Efik and Ijaw), comprise merely two-

thirds of the total population of Nigeria. The remaining one-third is divided among the 

more than 200 ethnic groups.  While the Hausa and Fulani have been politically 

dominant, in certain periods the Yoruba and Igbo have struggled to be relevant 
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(Cederman, Min et al. 2005). Consistently with this information, and as shown by Table 

18, Nigeria scores well above average on three out of four indicators of diversity or 

polarization that were used in the statistical analysis of the dissertation. 

Table 18: Nigeria Diversity and Polarization 

Diversity / Polarization 
Measure 

Sample Average 
(min-max) 

Nigeria average (1999-
2003) 

   
ELF (Alesina, Devleeschauwer 

et al. 2002) 
1.24 

(0-2.5) 
2.4 

Reynal-Querol Religious 
Polarization (Reynal-Querol 

2002) 

0.50 
(0-1) 

0.84 

Reynal-Querol Ethnic 
Polarization (Reynal-Querol 

2002) 

0.51 
(0.02 – 0.98) 

0.4 

Wimmer-Cederman 
(Cederman, Min et al. 2005) 

0.62 
(0-1) 

0.84-0.97 

 
Consistently with the expectations of theory, the quality of the electoral process 

as evaluated by foreign observers has been very bad. Nigerian elections get the highest 

mark of “5” on the election-related problems variable from the US State Department for 

both elections in the dataset. Non-governmental observers give the polls in the country 

similarly unsatisfactory marks, as will be discussed later in the chapter.   

Last but not least, the extent to which religion is polarized across the electoral 

districts of the country is different, which makes it possible to perform a within-case test 

of the theoretical argument. Since the electoral formula is consistent across districts, it is 

possible to evaluate the hypothesis about the effect of ethnicity on election quality 

within the same country. The districts that are not polarized should have elections that 



 

 

106 

are smooth and experience significantly less fraud and violence, because the religious 

and ethnic groups will be able to coalesce into pre-election coalitions with relative ease. 

On the other hand, districts inhabited by historically discriminated minorities in 

combination with majority groups they have not been getting along with should display 

a greater deal of cheating and inter-group tension. 

4.3 Revisiting Theory and Outlining Expectations  

This chapter explores the political consequences of the majoritarian formula as a 

British institutional legacy and provides qualitative evidence of what was demonstrated 

in the statistical analysis in Chapter 3. It shows that electoral manipulation will be more 

likely in administrative units that are characterized by the presence of many ethno-

cultural groups that have developed historical rivalries and are therefore unlikely to 

want to enter pre-electoral broad coalitions under the same party banner. Because 

majoritarianism reduces the number of viable electoral parties, smaller voter groups will 

become absolute losers, since all available seats will go to the party of a (sometimes only 

slightly) larger rival group. 

I expect that the majoritarian electoral formula will increase the incentives for 

political actors to engage in fraud through two related mechanisms that will influence 

both parties and voters. The first one is psychological: from the perspective of political 

parties, this particular electoral formula will introduce a winner-take-all mentality that 

will be further amplified by the fact that no party would want to concede absolute 
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power to a historical rival. This will encourage political parties – opposition and 

incumbents – to use any available tools to maximize their chance of gaining extra votes.   

The second mechanism is rational and influences both parties and voters. Any 

office-motivated party will be seeking to maximize the share of the prize it gathers. In an 

ideal-case scenario, a party would manage to attract 100 percent of the prize. But in a 

single-member district under majoritarian rules, getting 100 percent of the prize might 

be obtained by simply attracting as little as one more vote than the closest competitor. 

The actual share of the vote necessary to achieve this gets smaller the more polarized 

and diverse a given society is. Therefore, the marginal benefit of gaining an extra vote 

under majoritarianism will be higher than under proportional representation, due to the 

narrower margins of victory and the absolute nature of the prize. The same logic will not 

apply in homogeneous contexts where the overlap between the share of the votes and 

share of the prize is much closer. 

Voters will also behave rationally if they engage in fraud under majoritarian 

institutions. From the perspective of the members of a non-dominant group in a first-

past-the-post system in a polarized society, voting for the party that is closest to their 

preference will yield no benefit, since this party will most likely not win. Such voters can 

either abstain (thereby not influencing election quality), protest (thereby increasing 

violence and unrest or otherwise disturbing the process), or sell their vote for a positive 

material benefit (thereby contributing to the level of electoral manipulation).  
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This case study seeks to demonstrate that Nigerian elections were of inferior 

quality in regions and states that had a higher degree of ethno-cultural polarization. 

After a brief section that sums up the main findings, the remainder of the chapter is 

organized as follows. It provides a few details about why the country is a good case 

study and test of the theory underpinning this dissertation project. It then goes over the 

process of adoption of majoritarian rules under the British, thereby addressing a 

weakness of the statistical analysis that had to do with institutional exogeneity. Finally, 

it provides a chronological overview of all electoral cycles since decolonization, paying 

particular attention to details about the most polarized areas in the country and the 

levels of electoral problems they experienced as a consequence of the electoral formula 

employed. 

4.4 Summary of Findings 

The following sections will make two main points. First, fraud tended to be 

indeed higher in ethno-culturally polarized regions. Fraud took different forms – 

unrealistic population increases, voter turnout inflation, underage voting or 

intimidation. Regardless of the precise method, however, more polarized regions 

suffered more. Second, by continuously trying to divide up the country into 

progressively smaller units, Nigerian politicians not only did not solve the problems of 

winner-take-all politics, but encouraged the activation of ethnic cleavages. In the most 

diverse regions of the country, this was easy due to the high number of ethnicities. This 
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illustrates the fact that in some of the most problematic contexts achieving homogeneity, 

a key prerequisite for robust elections under majoriarianism, is simply not possible.  

 Immediately prior to decolonization and the advent of multi-party politics, the 

ethnic and religious composition of the country was evaluated as extremely complex by 

the British, who reached the conclusion that certain regions of the country will be very 

problematic for conflict management. While redistricting the country into smaller 

administrative and political units was considered, the colonizers reached the conclusion 

that this is unlikely to be an effective way of separating rival groups in the most 

problematic regions, such as the Middle Belt, South-East and North-East regions of the 

country. The British, however, never considered one alternative to first-past-the-post 

politics, which would have been the creation of multi-member districts based on 

proportional representation. 

Nigeria swiftly failed its first test as an independent democracy with the fall of 

the First Republic after a military coup in 1966. Prior to that, an awkward political 

Hausa-Igbo coalition between ethno-cultural rivals emerged, much in agreement with 

the predictions about the number of parties under majoritarian institutions. The result 

was the elimination of the third major political party at the time, which represented the 

Yoruba of the West, disillusionment of its electorate and a subsequent crash of the 

Hausa-Igbo pact and descent into political chaos and military takeover. 

The Second Nigerian Republic, which lasted from 1979 to 1983, provides perhaps 

the clearest demonstration of the expectations of the dissertation. The first multiparty 
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election after thirteen years of military rule occurred in 1979. Similarly to other instances 

of democratization, the polls were of acceptable quality. The relative fairness of the 

polls, in spite of what is considered an inappropriate electoral formula, is indeed a 

theoretical paradox for this project, but is not untypical of first multiparty elections. Its 

advantage is that the relative credibility of the electoral returns makes it possible to 

identify the regions that were most impacted by the adverse disproportional effects of 

majoritarianism. Not surprisingly, those are the regions of greatest diversity and 

polarization in the North and South-East, and especially in the Middle Belt regions of 

the country, where parties that gained a significant share of the votes gathered a few or 

none of the seats. Since the election was clean, it was not always the eventual winner 

that benefitted from this disproportionality – rather, it was the party that represented 

the particular majority in the diverse region. 

Against the backdrop of good elections and bad representation in 1979, the 1983 

election allows us to ask an essential question: What would be the most efficient way for 

the incumbent to manipulate the polls if they wanted to? This part of the chapter offers 

evidence that once the ruling NPN decided to erase the democratic progress achieved in 

1979, it did so in the most efficient way possible by targeting precisely the districts that 

had experienced substantial vote-seat disproportionality under the majoritarian electoral 

formula, due to the presence of numerous minorities. This behavior was rational, since 

those regions offered the greatest return to fraud in 1983.  
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Following another coup and years of authoritarian rule, the elections in the early 

1990s under the Third Republic continued to be of inferior quality in more diverse and 

polarized regions. In spite of several re-divisions that brought the four regions under the 

British to a total of 36 states some thirty years later, problems persisted. In fact, 

politicians from the Third and Fourth Nigerian Republic seem to have adopted a 

strategy of activating ethnicity as a political cleavage and demanding further redivisions 

of the administrative and political units – something that suggests that once again 

suggests that trying to achieve homogeneity in the context of significant diversity and a 

history of ethnic strife only makes the ethnic cleavage a useful tool for politicians. The 

latest electoral cycles of 2003 and 2007 were flawed and too place in a context of 

substantial ethnic polarization across the entire country, with the exception of some of 

the most homogeneous regions in the West and North-West.  

4.5 Nigeria before Multi-Party Politics: British Colonialism (1901-
1960) 

This section is by no means intended to serve as a comprehensive historical 

overview of Nigeria during British colonialism. Rather, it is a summary that has two 

main goals. First, it provides an overview of the process of adoption of majoritarian 

electoral formula. Second, it discusses how ethnicity and religion solidified as political 

cleavages over the course of the twentieth century. Demonstrating that religious and 

ethnic groups had a history of rivalry and tension is essential before discussing how it 
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interacted with the electoral formula in the post-colonial period of semi-competitive 

politics.   

4.5.1 Early Stages of British Colonialism 

Before discussing the approach to institution-building in Nigeria under the 

British, it is necessary to point out that the country was considered by many to be a 

colonial construction (Diamond 1988). Prior to British arrival, the territory that was to 

become Nigeria in the 1960s was inhabited by hundreds of tribes that lacked even the 

most basic infrastructure that would have allowed them to be interconnected and 

unified into a nation (Coleman 1958). Ancient archaeological and historical records 

suggest that some of the tribes that make up modern-day Nigeria existed at least since 

500 B.C.E. when the Nok civilization occupied the Middle Belt region (Nwachuku and 

Uzoigwe 2004). The Igo-Ukwu occupied modern-day Anambra and left archaeological 

evidence dated back to the 9th century A.D. Yet, the share of groups that left records or 

evidence is rather small and there is no reason to believe that Nigeria existed as a 

solidified country prior to colonialism. The highest level of societal aggregation reached 

territorial units similar to the present-day Nigerian states, such as Kano, Katsina, Zaira 

and Sokoto in the North, Jukunm Igala and Nupe ion the Middle Belt and the Ife, Oyo, 

Eko, Owo in the West, along with a few city states (Ibid, 11).  

The three main ethnic groups in Nigeria – the Hausa-Fulani, Igbo and Yoruba – 

developed serious rivalries in the course of British colonialism that was in no small part 

due to British policy. The colonizers tried to foster some sort of a national resemblance 



 

 

113 

by dividing up the territory into four main regions that were somewhat randomly 

drawn but also followed the three main ethnic divisions between the Hausa-Fulani, 

Yoruba and Igbo. The origin of the animosity between them had to do with economic 

competition and political mobilization (Suberu 2001, 20).   

The local political institutions that developed as a consequence of this policy of 

the colonial power varied as well. In the North, local governance took the form of an 

elaborate system of taxation and administration and religious and local governance 

autonomy. In effect, the British guaranteed that the Hausa-Fulani, which constituted the 

majority of the population in Northern Nigeria, enjoyed freedom from Christian 

influence, while exercising a substantial degree of self-governance. In contrast, in the 

West, and especially in the Protectorate of Lagos, the British almost fully took over local 

governance and subordinated the indigenous Yoruba population (Falola and Heaton 

2008). The three major regions and ethnic groups made no progress towards interethnic 

integration (Mackingosh 1962).  

The different systems of governance led to very diverging pathways in terms of 

economic performance. As early as 1914, the substantially autonomous government of 

the North could no longer finance its operations and continuously sought aid in the 

form of annual subsidies from the British government, which came largely from taxation 

from the South (Falola and Heaton 2008). The first systematic and steady protests 

against taxation took place in the South shortly after transfers to the North began – in 
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Oyo in 1916, as well as Abeokuta and Egba in 1918 (Ibid, 132). A similar reaction was 

observed in the Southeast roughly about a decade later. 

The compartmentalization and regionalization of ethnicity and religion was 

further strengthened with the adoption of the Richards Constitution of 1946.  It divided 

Nigeria into three separate administrative regions – Northern, Eastern, and Western. 

British authorities claimed that this demarcation was “natural” for a variety of 

geographic and historical reasons (Suberu 2001, 23). This approach was further set in 

stone with the adoption of the Lyttleton Constitution of 1954, which followed two 

constitutional conferences that were held in London and Lagos in 1953 and 1954. It 

stipulated that the three regions would be kept and a 184-member legislature would be 

elected with 92 members coming from the North and 42 coming from the Western and 

Eastern regions, respectively. 

The feature that is of particular interest to this dissertation is that the territorial 

divisions ensured that each region was exposed to ethnic tensions, since it featured one 

majority outnumbering a combination of minorities, comprising about a third of the 

population of each administrative region. The Hausa-Fulani dominated the North, the 

Igbo – the South and the Yoruba – the West. Furthermore, the North had a population 

that slightly outnumbered the South and West combined. Quite aware of this 

predicament, the British nonetheless expressed confidence that “a constitutionally 

entrenched system of fundamental human rights and the free play of political party 

rivalry would prevent blatant abuses of ethnic minority rights or interests” (Suberu 
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2001). This expectation was far from justified and was the foundation of many years of 

continuous inter-group conflict. This was, this chapter argues, at least to some extent 

due to the adoption of majoritarianism in the Nigerian context of significant 

polarization.  

The regional divisions fostered political compartmentalization as well. In the late 

1930s and throughout the 1940s, Nigeria struggled economically due to dramatic drop-

offs in export revenues. This lead to widespread dissatisfaction with the British and the 

appearance of a new Pan-Nigerian identity. However, this identity was far from unified. 

New civil groups were clearly associated with the regions and their ethnicities. The 

National Council of Nigeria and the Cameroons (NCNC) comprised of Igbos, while the 

Northern People’s Congress (NPC) represented mostly the ethnic groups of the North 

(Hausa-Fulani). On the eve of British independence, therefore, Nigeria was 

characterized by a common opposition to the colonizer, but significant divisions across 

the different ethnic and soon-to-be voter groups. 

4.5.2 Transition to Independence (1950-1959) 

The manner in which the electoral formula was adopted is of significance not 

only historically, but also methodologically. One issue that remained unaddressed in the 

statistical chapter of the dissertation had to do with the fact that a particular electoral 

institution could be adopted initially with an eye towards manipulating the electoral 

process. That is, if the distribution of political power among the relevant actors is 

unbalanced, the most powerful party or faction could secure influence over the elections 
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by pushing for the adoption of a formula that would make it very difficult for its 

competitors to challenge it.  

In the case of Nigeria, if the Hausa-Fulani were aware of the fact that the single-

member district plurality arrangement would give them dominance over the Yoruba, 

Igbo and remaining rival ethnic groups and if they were controlling the process of 

constitutional design, they could have advocated selecting this particular electoral 

formula in order disproportionate victories in a context of significant ethno-cultural 

polarization. In this scenario, the electoral formula is nothing but a reflection of pre-

existing power imbalances. If, however, the institution is adopted for some other reason, 

then exploring its independent effect makes more sense.   

The electoral formula was an institution inherited from the Western colonial 

power that ruled a particular country in the first half of the twentieth century. Winners 

of pre-independence elections, which were heavily influenced by the colonizers, opted 

to stick with the institutional arrangement that brought them to power to begin with.  

Along with other former British colonies, such as Ghana, Kenya, Zambia and Uganda, 

Nigeria adopted the plurality (majoritarian) electoral formula prior to independence in 

1964. It is therefore plausible to argue that the institution was adopted for colonial 

legacy reasons that had little to do with the ability of powerful domestic political actors 

to manipulate the electoral process. 

The archives of the British House of Commons Parliamentary Papers from the 

1950-1960 period shed light on the considerations and discussions that accompanied the 
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adoption of the institutions guiding the first election after independence and the role 

that ethnicity played in the institutional design phase. British authorities were aware 

that Nigeria had many dormant conflicts ready to burst and threaten a smooth 

transition. As a consequence, in September 1957, the Secretary of State for the Colonies, 

Alan Lennox-Boyd, appointed a four-person commission whose main objective was to 

evaluate the concerns minorities in the country had, to advise safeguards that address 

those fears to be included in the Constitution and, if necessary, recommend the creation 

of new states on the basis of the existing three regions. In July 1956, the commission 

presented its findings and recommendations in a formal report, which is the exclusive 

source of information in this section (Colonial Office 1958).  

The report is illuminating in two respects. First, the investigation clearly reflects 

the condition of severe ethnic polarization in Nigeria in the North and East regions. 

Second, modifying the electoral formula was not considered as a tool for addressing 

those concerns. Rather, the British authorities were inclined to modify the territorial 

units so that they reflect more closely ethnic boundaries. While this is certainly one 

institutional method for assuring good representation of the various factions in severely 

polarized societies, drawing new boundaries and creating new administrative units was 

far from easy in the Nigerian context. The British government encouraged the creation of 

a federation with numerous states after dividing up the three regions, but realized, quite 

astutely, that this could only be beneficial if four conditions are met (Colonial Office 

1958). The first was the principle of self-determination: each state had to wish to be 
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separated. The second was the principle of ethnic relationship: each state had to be 

homogeneous. The third was the principle of geographic contiguity: each state had to 

consist of a compact and continuous territory. The fourth was the principle of viability: 

each state had to be large enough to sustain local administrative and economic 

functions.  

Most importantly, a map of the various relevant groups, included as an appendix 

in the original report1

Table 19: Regions and Local Legislatures after the 1954 Constitution 

, did already reflect the fact that separating the various rival 

groups into separate districts could possibly only work in the North (occupied by 

Hausa-Fulani and Kanuri), the South-West (Yoruba and Edo), and to some extent the 

Mid-South (Igbo). The Middle Belt and South-East region of Nigeria featured, then and 

now, populations that were significantly mixed among the various ethnic groups of the 

country. 

Region Population Majority 
(share) 

Main party (seat 
share) 

Other parties (seat 
share) 

     
North 16,148,000 Hausa-Fulani 

(52%) 
NPC (79%) UMBC (8.9%) 

NEPU (3.7%) 
ITP/AG (2.2%) 
Ind./Others (5.9%) 

East 7,192,000 Igbo (98%) NCNC (75%) Action Group 
(17.8%) 
UNIP (5.9%) 
Ind./Others (1.3%) 

West 6,085,000 Yoruba (71%) Action Group 
(62.5%) 

NCNC (37.5%) 

                                                      

1 See Appendix IV of Colonial Office report, Page 717 
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Prior to transition, the three Nigerian regions also featured local legislatures that 

were introduced in the 1950s. While they surely did not enjoy substantial independence 

from the colonial ruler, finding out more about their composition is nonetheless 

informative when trying to gauge the extent to which electorates were polarized within 

each of the three administrative divisions and whether a system that featured more than 

two parties would have been suitable. The following paragraphs explore the conditions 

of minorities, the tensions that existed, by region. 

In the West, tensions existed between the Yoruba majority and the Ogboni, Edo, 

Urhobo and Itsekiri (Colonial Office 1958). The Yoruba themselves were internally split 

between those who supported the local King and those who opposed him. This was 

typical for all regions of Nigeria that usually featured groups that held solid allegiances 

to tribal leaders and some that did not. This split crystallized when the pro-King factions 

voted for the NCNC and those who ones who opposed him – for the Action Group.  

But the Commission that examined the Western region extensively 

acknowledged a different source of tension – the one between the Christian, Muslim and 

Animistic religious groups – was less susceptible to resolution by regional division. In 

the 1950s, the share of Western the population belonging to the various groups was 

strikingly similar – about 2.2 million Christians, 2 million Muslims and 1.9 million 

animists were sprinkled across the Western Region. In spite of the attempts of the 

leading regional party, the Action League, to stay clear of formulating a platform on the 
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basis of religion, there was significant demand for the formation of such parties and the 

British acknowledged that “the religious difference is a possible threat to the unity of the 

Western region” and that this minority problem is “not susceptible of solution by the 

creation of a state, but potentially dangerous” (Colonial Office 1958).  

Throughout the 1950s, activist political formations appeared that clearly reflected 

the demand for greater representation of the region’s many religious and ethnic groups. 

The most prominent among them was the Mid-West State Movement which pushed for 

the secession of the Benin and Delta provinces (Ibid, 12). Those gave rise to the Benin 

Delta People’s Party. Other movements, such as the Muslim League, and the United 

Muslim Party, both of which were splinters from the Action Group, also reflected the 

presence of a deep cleavage along religious lines. Those parties represented the ethnic 

and religious minorities that feared the two-party model that appeared at the state level 

and were particularly opposed to the resulting Yoruba domination. It was indeed the 

case that the Yoruba and the Action Group completely dominated the political 

landscape of the Western region. After the last colonial local elections in the West of 

1956, the Action group not only held more than 62 percent of the seats, but also ran all 

public governing boards of the region, which were in essence the policymaking bodies 

that dealt with education, development, public service and finance matters, among 

others.  

The composition of the local legislature in the West had a detrimental cultural 

and economic effect on the minorities (Ibid, 14). For instance, the Yoruba consistently 
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underfunded Muslim schools and discouraged instruction in Arabic. While the Yoruba 

region was growing primarily cocoa, the Mid-West was suitable for rubber and timber 

production. The Western Region Government spent most of the money on developing 

cocoa production and in fact went out of its way to sabotage the primary economic 

activities of the Mid-West. Similar discrimination was observed in the allocation of 

infrastructure projects too: during the 1952-1957 period, the local government completed 

only 15 percent of the estimated infrastructure projects in the non-Yoruba areas, 

compared to 50 percent in Yoruba-dominated ones, according to the evaluation of the 

British Commission (Ibid, 17).  

Somewhat reflective of the tensions in the West, proposals for dividing up this 

region were not lacking. The first two had to do with the creation of a Central Yoruba 

State and an Ondo Central State (Ibid, 28). The impetus behind this division, however, 

was hardly consistent with the objective of the British authorities to create ethno-

religiously homogeneous units. Rather, this was a proposal backed by the NCNC 

opposition and reflective of its desire to maximize the support it had in the provinces of 

Oyo, Ibadan and Ondo.  

Perhaps the strongest demand existed with regards to the creation of the Mid-

West State, which was backed by the government of the Western Region, the Action 

Group, and the Mid-West State Movement (Ibid, 29). The three actors, however, 

suggested different boundaries. The Mid-West State Movement wanted to combine the 

Provinces of Benin and Delta and was based on territorial divisions prior to colonization. 
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However, the British authorities assessed that within the territories of the two provinces, 

public opinion in favor and against this separation was severely split and ethnic 

homogeneity would not have been achieved. The proposal by the government and the 

Action Group (which differed only slightly territorially) was not motivated by a desire 

to unite ethnicities either, but rather by strategic political calculations that the Action 

Group had. In essence, they wanted to carve out the areas they enjoyed support in the 

region from the rest.  

In the end, British authorities decided against dividing up the Western region 

into more than one state. While the appeal of separating the Mid-West region did exist, 

the British decided that granting secession might in fact “accentuate and underline tribal 

divisions which a wise statesmanship would seek gradually to obliterate” (Colonial 

Office 1958). This hunch was probably correct – erecting borders between religious and 

ethnic fractions was probably not the best way to encourage the building of a coherent 

and robust nation. At the same time, deciding that things will get figured out by 

themselves without additional institutional underpinnings for reconciliation was, in 

retrospect, probably a bit optimistic.  

The short summary of the ethnic and especially religious cleavages in the 

Western region, as well as the movements and parties that had started to form in 

addition to the mainstream Action Group and NCNC, suggests that the British 

authorities made a glaring omission by not addressing the monopolization of the 

political arena by the Yoruba majority. Going back to the central argument of this 
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dissertation, ensuring peaceful coexistence in this polarized and diverse region perhaps 

necessitated the adoption of institutions that would ensure the various political 

movements were electorally viable. A proportional representation electoral formula 

would have gone a long way in making this a reality, both for the local legislative 

elections and at the national level. 

The Eastern region of Nigeria prior to colonization was very homogeneous and 

the Igbo constituted some 98 percent of the population. Even though subdivisions 

within the Igbo did exist, the region was free from the Muslim-Christian and ethnic 

clashes similar to the ones the North and the West were subject to. The region was 

almost perfectly split between Christians and Animists, which numbered about 3.6 

million each.  

Consequently, the local legislature was dominated by one party, the NCNC, 

which won 72 out of 84 seats in 1953 and 63 out of 84 in 1957 (the last regional election 

before decolonization) (Colonial Office 1958). Its main opposition was the Action Group 

and UNIP, which had some strongholds in the provinces of Calabar, Ogoja and Rivers, 

which was inhabited by Ijaws, Ogonis and other smaller ethnicities. Those expressed 

pronounced concerns that they could be dominated politically by the Igbo majority. 

Those fears were not unfounded, as the NCNC filled virtually all positions within the 

legislature, Executive Council and the parliamentary committees with Igbos. 

Consequently, a very high proportion of education funding, commercial contracts and 

infrastructure projects went to predominantly Igbo provinces.  
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In spite of the relative homogeneity of the Eastern Region, there were three 

proposals put forward by various Nigerian groups about restructuring and dividing up 

the territory into smaller states (Ibid, 47). The first concerned the creation of an Ogoja 

State, which would be located in the north-eastern corner of the Eastern region. 

Proponents of such a state were driven by the fact that this district’s population of about 

1 million would consist of some 30 percent minorities, divided among numerous smaller 

tribes and ethnicities. At the time of the proposal, British authorities decided that this 

did not make sense – even though the minority share in such a state would be higher 

than the mere 2-percent across the whole Eastern Region, it was still not going to make a 

whole lot of difference in terms of the political representation of the numerous small 

groups.   

The second proposal wanted the separation of the Cross River State, which 

would feature the Ogoja and Rivers Province (Ibid, 48). However, this was seen as 

amplifying the problems associated with creating the Ogoja State alone, since it would 

mean adding even more smaller ethnic and cultural groups to a new administrative 

division.  

 Finally, the creation of a combined Calabar-Ogoja-Rivers State along essentially 

the entire eastern part of the region had the most support but was also most clearly 

incompatible with the four principles the British had outlined for territorial division 

(Ibid, 50). It would combine essentially all separate provinces that had a significantly 

higher proportion of minorities – Ogoja, Rivers, and Calabar. The British rightfully 
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observed, however, that the Ogoja did not want any association with Calabar, because 

they feared the Efiks and Ibibios just as much as they did the Igbo.  

In essence, it was fascinating how even a relatively homogeneous region, such as 

the East, featured groups that demanded further administrative division. Yet, the 

miniscule 2-percent minority was internally divided and featured so many smaller 

groups that they could not possibly agree on the makeup and territorial composition of a 

new state. In the East, just like in the rest of Nigeria, breaking down one larger territorial 

unit often meant replicating the problem of one-majority domination of several 

minorities, albeit at a smaller scale. Just like in the West, separatist tendencies were not 

driven by motives of ethnic and religious reconciliation, but rather reflected the desire of 

political actors to be absolute winners within the respective administrative units and 

monopolize politics. This was perhaps an indication that ethnicity and religion were 

substantial cleavages that had to be dealt with in a reconciliatory, rather than separatist, 

fashion. 

  The third region prior to decolonization – the North – was the most 

problematic and important region for ethnic politics in Nigeria. It had a slight edge on 

the Western and Eastern ones combined in terms of population and was three times the 

size of the other two regions combined (Colonial Office 1958). In addition, the dominant 

regional group within the region, the Hausa-Fulani, which constituted 52 percent of the 

inhabitants, only barely outnumbered all other ethnicities combined.  
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It is worth reiterating here that in the theory chapter it was suggested that the 

least favorable scenario for minority representation under majoritarian electoral formula 

would be in contexts where ethno-cultural groups are polarized and the majority only 

slightly outnumbers the minorities. In the case of the North, this condition is replicated 

at the regional and national levels. In essence, a party that controls the Hausa-Fulani 

vote could monopolize both the Northern political landscape and also the national one, 

albeit having between a quarter and a third of the total country population. This is, in a 

nutshell, the story of the Northern People’s Congress (NPC) and its core support group, 

the Hausa-Fulani.   

The Northern Region had a very robust and established system of governance 

that featured reliance on the Law of Islam, widespread use of the Hausa language and a 

governance apparatus based on the preponderance of the Emir on top and his 

subsidiaries, organized in a pyramidal fashion (Colonial Office 1958). However, the 

degree to which the various territories of the North were subsumed within this system 

of governance varies – it was strongest in the northwest and weakest in the southeast 

corners of the region (Ibid, 54). 

Several important divisions existed at the time of decolonization, the main ones 

being between the Hausa Fulani (8.4 million), Kanuri (1.2 million) and Nupe (347,000). 

In addition, some Yoruba lived in the Ilorin and Kabba provinces. In terms of religious 

divisions, the majority was Muslim (11.3 million), followed by Animists (4.3 million) and 

Christians (547,000). Those divisions gave rise, in the middle 1950s, to several political 
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movements that opposed the dominant Hausa Fulani and the Northern People’s 

Congress (NPC), the party that represented them. The first was the United Middle Belt 

Congress (UMBC), which represented the minorities that inhabited the south and 

southeast parts of the region and were not subsumed under the Hausa –Fulani (Colonial 

Office 1958). The UMBC was a secessionist movement and advocated the creation of a 

new state from those minority territories and emerged as early as 1950 under the name 

Non-Muslim League, out of Jos, the capital of the Plateau Province. A similar political 

movement represented the Yoruba minorities that inhabited the Ilorin and Kabba 

provinces and was pushing for unification with the West. The Ilorin and Kabba parties, 

as well as UMBC enjoyed the administrative and political support of the Action Group, 

the major party of the Eastern region, which saw them as agents in a territory that was 

dominated by its bitter national rival, the NPC. Finally, the Northern Elements 

Progressive Union (NEPU) was a NPC splinter, which advocated a more democratic 

approach to politics (Ibid, 57).  

There were two elections for the regional legislature in the 1950s, as the country 

was making the transition to independence. They were both dominated by the NPC, 

which won 84 out of 92 seats in 1954 and 100 out of 131 seats two years later. UMBC 

emerged as its biggest rival, gathering 7 and 11 seats, respectively. It subsequently 

turned into the biggest advocate for the secession of the more problematic region in the 

North, the Middle Belt. While the UMBC initially claimed that creation of a separate 

state in the Middle Belt was not possible for practical reasons, its continuous alienation 
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from the NPC was also reflected in a different platform, which was based precisely 

around such demands.  

Minority concerns in the North were similar to the ones in the West and East and 

included issues such as inequitable spending on public services, education and the 

police. The one that stood out more than others, however, had to do with the fact that 

this territory was under Muslim Law, in accordance with the preferences of the Hausa-

Fulani (Ibid, 66). Minority groups were concerned, since Muslim Law separated the 

population of the region into Muslims and non-Muslims. Under this framework, the 

punishment given for the same crime committed by a Muslim could end up being much 

lower than if it is committed by a Christian. The judges of the Muslim courts, also 

known as the Alkalai, were also, unsurprisingly, Muslim.  

Given the substantial dominance of the political scene by the Hausa-Fulani, who 

barely constituted a simple majority, as well as the geographic concentration and 

separation of the remaining population in the southeast parts of the region, secessionist 

demands were common in the 1950s. The UMBC, supported by the more powerful 

Action Group, pushed for the creation of the Middle Belt State, which would unify the 

predominantly Christian Ilorin and Kabba provinces in the northwest, as well as Benue, 

Plateau and parts of Bauchi, Zaria and Niger provinces. This idea was very much 

opposed by the Northern region government, which countered that it had performed 

quite well in supplying services to the Middle Belt region and tolerating diversity. 

Among the provinces that the UMBC wanted to separate, support for the idea fluctuated 
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and was the strongest in Kabba and especially the Jos region of Plateau, but quite low in 

Niger, Bauchi and Ilorin (Ibid, 72).   

Another secessionist movement originated in the Ilorin and Kabba provinces 

alone. Both were inhabited by Yoruba, but had been allocated to the North after a 

constitutional conference held on January 9, 1950. Movements for separation from the 

North were formally expressed in May 1955 with the creation of the Ilorin Talaka Parapo 

party (ITP). After the NPC was not receptive to negotiation with the IPT and its 

demands, the party got closer to the Action Group. This led to a shift towards secession 

from the North as the main feature of the IPT platform. This claim was based on two 

related arguments. First, Ilorin and Kabba were so homogeneously Yoruba that it did 

not make sense to keep them separate. Faced with the proposition to allow the two 

provinces to secede from the North, the British issued a statement quite similar to their 

evaluations about the prospect of dividing up the West and East: “We cannot 

recommend any division of the Ilorin Emirate, first because it would be impossible to 

draw a line that would not cause as much heartburning as it allayed, and secondly 

because we believe that such a solution would not be accepted as final and would give 

rise to the same touble as we would expect in Kabba (Colonial Office 1958).  

4.5.3 Overview: British Institutional Design and Ethno-Religious 
Divisions  

The preceding overview is illuminating because, as already implied, the British 

were aware that Nigeria had some deep ethno-religious divisions across its three 
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regions. Furthermore, they made it quite clear that the areas where such divisions were 

most salient were also the ones where breaking up the territories into smaller 

administrative units would be most problematic and were, in fact, not possible. What 

the colonial authorities hoped would happen over time was that tribal differences would 

become less acute.  But even they acknowledged that, “with the approach of 

independence ... there has been a sharp recrudescence of tribal feeling. But it does not 

necessarily follow that this will continue; in a few years time, a Nigeria which has to face 

the outer world may find within herself forces working strongly for unity.”(Colonial 

Office 1958) 

From the perspective of this dissertation, therefore, the situation that unravelled 

prior to independence was a tremendous paradox. The British authorities were very 

much aware of the need to foster unity in an ethno-culturally polarized society, but 

nonetheless did little to encourage it. Instead, they hoped that independence would 

provide enough momentum for the country to unify and live peacefully. But that was a 

low-likelihood bet, as will become evident in the sections that follow. Instead of uniting 

and developing a sense of national belonging, Nigerians continued to vote along ethnic 

and religious lines and certain large and important groups of the population were 

continuously excluded from access to policymaking power.  
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4.6 Independence from Great Britain and the First Republic 
(1959-1966) 

The behaviour of the major political parties in Nigeria prior to the 1964 first 

elections for national legislature conform both to classic theories of party competition, as 

well as the expectations of this dissertation. The application of first-past-the-post 

electoral formula at the national level interacted with the already described political 

landscape of three major political parties and numerous regional ones. Consequently, 

two of the parties tried to build at least one major pre-electoral coalition, only to 

discover that pre-existing tensions and rivalries made such pacts unsustainable. The 

third political party, on the other hand, was marginalized and became electorally 

unviable, while its electorates – unlikely to vote. 

In 1959, shortly prior to independence from Great Britain, an unlikely coalition 

emerged in Nigeria (Horowitz 1985, 370). While the Muslim Hausa people of the North 

and Christian Igbo people of the Southeast did not get along as a result of British 

colonialism and past tensions, they decided to coalesce in the runup to the upcoming 

1959 multiparty elections, which also signified the establishment of the Nigeria First 

Republic. The Hausa-Fulani Northern People’s Congress (NPC) joined forces with the 

Igbo National Convention of Nigerian Citizens (NCNC), leaving out the Yoruba Action 

Group (AG), which was the other major political player during this period.  
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Figure 10: The Nigerian Regions and Largest Ethno-Cultural Groups in the 
1960s2

                                                      

2 Unless otherwise noted, all maps in this chapter are obtained from Wikimedia Commons and used and 
modified under the Creative Commons license. For more information on this license, visit 

 

The unlikely NPC-NCNC coalition was not based on much more than short-term 

political calculations, however, and  this was no indication that the Hausa-Fulani and 

Igbo were about to start a long-lasting political partnership. Rather, the two parties were 

unified primarily by their common dislike of the third electorally viable political force – 

the Action Group, which had tried to receive a more national influence by challenging 

the NCN in the East and indirectly the NPC in the North through its support of the 

UMBC  (Anglin 1965).  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Creative_Commons. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Creative_Commons�
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This occurrence relates in a very important way to the theory guiding this 

dissertation. It is indicative of the awkward nature of political unions that are forged 

between rival groups. Above all, coalitions of this nature are expected to be short-lived 

and end badly. Ethnic tensions emerged quickly, as accusations appeared after the 1962 

census showed the South constituted a majority (Ibid, 177). This alienated the NPC. 

Following a recount in 1963, the North was deemed to be the majority, which led to 

protests by the NCNC. The disagreements on both sides were due to the fact that 

population was directly tied to the distribution of seats in parliament and neither one of 

the alleged coalition partners wanted to give up seats that they could win due to their 

firm grasp over the respective regions. In addition, given the winner-take-all nature of 

the electoral formula, having even a slight majority could yield absolute control of the 

national legislature.  

 The NPC-NCNC coalition had fallen apart by the 1964 election, the first 

independently administered one in Nigeria. While the two parties succeeded to a great 

extent in marginalizing the Action Group, once this was achieved, they started fearing 

each other’s ascendance to power. Leading up to the new polls, the NCNC started a 

broader coalition called the United Progressive Grand Alliance (UPGA). It faced one 

political rival – the Nigerian National Alliance (NNA), which represented the North and 

the former NPC. Much in agreement with political theories of party competition under 

majoritarianism, a two-bloc system emerged in Nigeria merely a round after the first 

multiparty election. The former coalition partners had now turned into bitter enemies.   
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Caught in the crossfire between the Hausa-Fulani – dominated NNA and the 

Igbo-dominated UPGA were the Yoruba, the third sizeable ethnic group of Nigeria, 

which had lost the opportunity of being electorally represented independently with the 

decline of the AG. With both UPGA and NNA made inroads to attract their votes, the 

Yoruba were split. Those that followed former AG Chief Awolowo wanted to continue 

to try and defeat the NPC at the polls. Supporters of his deputy, Chief Akintola, 

however, were more moderate and wanted to push for governing in a coalition with one 

of the other parties. Of course, neither one of those scenarios was plausible under the 

existing institutional framework and political status quo. Chief Awolowo was 

imprisoned for ten years and the AG was reeling in its efforts to be politically viable as a 

third party in a bipolar system. The AG entered a coalition with the UPGA and gained 

merely 21 out of 312 seats in the election. The Yoruba-dominated Western region 

suffered a very low turnout, suggesting that the Yoruba did not see the UPGA nor the 

NNA as a close substitutes for the AG alone, nor were they likely to support the AG 

when it was not electorally viable (Anglin 1965).  

The main theoretical expectation associated with the period prior to the 1964 

election is that the Western region would be the site of most intense electoral 

manipulation and overall unrest. This is because the main party that dominated this area 

of Nigeria, the Action Group, was rendered irrelevant due to the restrictive majoritarian 

formula and the two-bloc party system it led to. The votes of the Yoruba, which were 

deprived of the opportunity to support for their first-choice party, were available for the 
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two remaining main contenders to attract. It was indeed the case, according to 

secondary sources, that the Western region was also the victim of the most extensive 

fraud (Ademoyega 1981). The incumbent government annulled the wins of several AG 

candidates and replaced them with their own. As a consequence of electoral protests, 70 

people died, courthouses were destroyed and the printing department of the Nigerian 

Tribune newspaper, based in Ibadan in the West – burnt to the ground (Nwachuku and 

Uzoigwe 2004). The central government imposed a two-week curfew in the West that 

lasted from October 11 until the election on October 23 and banned the main 

newspapers of the UPGA – the West African Pilot and The Outlook, threatening anyone 

reading them with a monetary fine and six months in jail. This provides substantial 

qualitative evidence that the Western region that was inhabited by the major excluded 

voter group (the Yoruba), was also where the electoral process was of the worst quality 

and electoral fraud – most rampant.  

 A manifesto put forward by Samuel Akintola summarizes the state of the 

Yoruba as an excluded electorally viable voter group in a bipolar political system 

(Nwachuku and Uzoigwe 2004): 

 
Since 1944, the people of Western region have been 

feeling as if they did not belong to the federation of 
Nigeria. They have not been in a position to share the 
amenities and fruits of labour emanating from the federal 
government and which other parts of the country share 
and openly flaunt before their eyes.  
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Throughout the course of polls, the NNA engaged in widespread voter fraud 

that some saw as a “mockery of the constitutional order” (Sklar 1981). Consequently, it 

got enough seats and occupied most of the high government positions after the 

government was formed, marginalizing the UPGA. Fuelled by widespread 

dissatisfaction with the Northern monopolization of Nigerian politics that was taking 

place, a bloody coup brought the First Republic to an end and installed a Federal 

Military Government on January 16, 1966.  

The short-lived exercise in building broad cross-ethnic pre-electoral coalition did 

not produce good results and perhaps even further strained the relationship between the 

major ethnic groups. In addition, it excluded the Yoruba, thereby supporting the 

expectation that a two-party system in a context of multiple rival groups will prove to be 

inadequate. In the instance of the First Nigeria Republic, this theoretical expectation that 

majoritarian electoral formula would be detrimental for the ethno-culturally polarized 

society was illustrated by the failed attempt of pre-election coalition building between 

the Hausa-Fulani and the Igbo, the political marginalization of the Yoruba, the voter 

dissatisfaction with the decline of the AG and the subsequent disintegration of political 

order.   

4.7 The Second Republic under Shehu Shagari (1979-1983) 

After the fall of the First Republic, Nigeria experienced thirteen turbulent years 

of military rule between 1966 and 1979. This period was characterized by unprecedented 

repression by the North, which led to the secession of the East into the Republic of 
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Biafra, followed the two-and-a-half year Nigeria-Biafra war. Upon the fall of the military 

government of Yakubu Gowon in 1975, Nigeria was ready to embark on a new route to 

democratization. It was characterized by a significantly reduced regional and state 

autonomy and a pronounced effort to concentrate power in the center. This 

concentration of political authority, however, raised sensitive issues: if Nigeria could not 

last more than a few years with the previous setup of regional autonomy, how would it 

handle a powerful center that could easily be monopolized by a single ethnicity 

(Nwachuku and Uzoigwe 2004)?  

Several political institutions were modified, none of which involved the electoral 

formula. A three-tier political system with a more powerful presidency was created. It 

was modelled after the United States, as opposed to the Westminster, model. A special 

stipulation in the constitution required all political parties to  demonstrate a “national” 

character when registering with the Federal Electoral Commission (FEDECO) (Falola 

and Heaton 2008). This made parties base their headquarters in the federal capital and 

open membership to all Nigerians, regardless of their ethnic or religious affiliation. In 

addition, parties were banned from displaying local ethnic or religious symbols on their 

logos and had to maintain branches in at least two-thirds of the administrative divisions 

of the country.  

More importantly for the purposes of this dissertation, the former regions were 

split into twelve states as new administrative divisions in May 1967 (Ibid, 200). The 1967 

reforms consisted of divisions of territories that the British had decided against. The 
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three new states in the north were the Benue-Plateau state that represented the Middle 

Belt region, the Kwara state that followed earlier Ilorin-Kabba demands, and the North-

Eastern state that was inhabited by Kanuri. In the East, the Calabar-Ogoja-Rivers State 

`was created, in spite of earlier warnings that it would not be homogeneous either, as 

well as the South-Eastern state that faced similar concerns.  

However, divisions were not necessarily done to accommodate ethnic tensions, 

but primarily as a way to pacify the oil-rich Eastern region and prevent it from fully 

seceding from the federation (Ojo and Adebayo 2008). Not surprisingly, the reforms 

were tremendously controversial and suffered from the same minority-majority 

imbalances within and population inequalities across the states. Most importantly, the 

polarization between ethnic groups within the new administrative units was also very 

evident: Igalas wanted to separate from Kwara, Lere from North-Eastern, Zaria from 

North-Central, Urhobo, Isoko and Itsekiri from the Mid-West and Ibeju from the West, 

just to name a few (Smith 1981).  

Facing a failure of a redistricting policy, Nigerian authorities decided to continue 

anyway and instituted further state divisions in July 1975, creating a total of nineteen 

administrative divisions. This number was achieved after splitting the North-Eastern 

and Western states into three each and the Benue-Plateau, East-Central and North-

Western into two each (Suberu 2001).  
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Table 20: Most Heterogeneous States Following the 1975 reforms3

State Name 

 

Region Population 
(1963) 

Majority Minority 

     
Bendel Mid-West 2.5 Million Edos, Urhobos 

(75 percent) 
Many: Ijaw, Itsekiri, 
Isoko 

Cross River Eastern 3.5 million None Efik, Ibibio, Annang, 
Yala 

Gongola North-
West 

1.8 million None 104 total: Fulani, 
Adamawa, Hausa, 
Jukuns, Tiv, etc. 

Kaduna North-
Central 

4.0 million Hausa-Fulani 
(61 percent) 

Kaje, Gwari, Kanuri, 
Jaba, others 

Kwara Middle 
Belt 

2.9 million Igbo Hausa-Fulani 

Niger North 1.0 million None Koro, Kadara, Bassas, 
Nupe, Gwara, Kamuku 

Plateau Middle 
Belt 

2.0 million Hausa Fulani Over 40: Igbo, Yoruba, 
Ijaw, Bini, etc. 

 

This, unsurprisingly, stirred more disagreement (Suberu 2001). For instance, the 

Efik, Ejagham and Bekwarra ethnic groups of the South-East were unhappy that they 

were not allowed to form their own state.  Several other newly created states, on the 

other hand, discovered new polarizing tendencies due to ethnic heterogeneity. This 

included the North Central state (Kaduna against Katsina), Bendel (which featured 

many smaller groups from the Mid-West), as well as Kano, Kwara and Rivers. Other 

concerns went beyond demographic composition within states and were ethnic in 

nature. For instance, the Igbo were upset that after the new divisions they dominated 

                                                      

3 Figures and information taken from Orizu, N. (1983). Insight into Nigeria: The Shehu Shagari Era. Ibadan, 
Nigeria, Evans Brothers (Nigeria Publishers) Limited. 
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only two new states (Anambra and Imo), whereas the Hausa-Fulani and Yoruba – five 

each. Seven of the nineteen newly created states lacked a clearly identifiable majority 

and had very substantial shares of minority inhabitants (Osaghae 1986). 

It is very important to stress that the 1975 reforms that guided the 1979 election, 

as well as the previous changes adopted in 1967, were done by military governments 

and were never put to popular vote.  The impossibility of achieving nationwide 

consensus on the precise demarcation of the country was labelled by President Shagari 

as a “holy crusade for new states”. Perhaps the most illuminating reason for this futile 

quest was that it was impossible to get the required two-thirds majority within each unit 

to agree on the need for a new state and request a referendum. As stated by a panel 

appointed by the military government after the 1983 coup, “more minorities seem to 

have sprung up from the creation of 12 states than during the existence of the first 

regions.” The report continues, stating that “new majorities emerge while new 

minorities prepare to organize to make demands for further fragmentation” (Bach 1997).  

Put differently, this meant that the areas that were most torn by ethno-cultural 

splits were also the ones that were most difficult to turn into homogeneous and viable 

administrative units – a piece of wisdom that Nigerian politicians could have borrowed 

from the British, but chose not to. Addressing the right policy for state creation in the 

future, James Reed suggested that “if the draftsman was instructed to produce a section 

which would effectively prevent any future tampering with the present states, then he 

has succeeded admirably (Reed 1979).” This was very good advice, considering the fact 
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that allowing some state divisions tended to give rise to more separatist demands, rather 

than quell pre-existing tensions.  

Some experts do claim that, as well-intended as the political and institutional 

reforms were, they did little to address the zero-sum nature of Nigerian politics, which 

continued to be characterized by cut-throat competition over public resources across 

rival ethnic groups (Othman 1984, 443). In the runup to the 1979 election, only five out of 

52 political groups were registered as national political parties by FEDECO. All five 

represented regional interests (Joseph 1981). The National Party of Nigeria (NPN) was 

dominated by the Hausa-Fulani from the North; the Unity Party of Nigeria (UPN) – by 

the Yoruba from the West; the Nigerian People’s Party (NPP) – by the anti-Hausa-Fulani 

movements in the East and the Middle Belt. The NPN fully benefitted from the 

disproportional effects of the majoritarian formula and was either the top vote-getter or 

the second best in all nineteen states. A  look at the results for the legislative elections 

indicates that the reforms set the stage for a more representative government. Single 

parties dominated the homogeneous states. For instance, in Lagos, Ogun, Ondo, and 

Oyo, the homogeneously Yoruba population allowed the UPN to sweep all but four 

seats. Other states that did not feature an overwhelming majority, such as Gongola, 

featured four out of five parties splitting up seats. In other polarized states, such as 

Kaduna, the NPN won 19 out of 33 seats, which was commensurate with the share of the 

population that the Hausa-Fulani had. Yet, PRP managed to gather 10 seats by attracting 

minority votes and the NPP, UPN and GNPP also split four seats among them. Other 
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states exhibited a higher degree of disproportionality. In Plateau, the NPP attracted 13 

out of 16 seats, largely on the heels of the anti Hausa-Fulani sentiment. In Niger, another 

very diverse state, the NPN dominated and won all ten seats. In Cross River, where no 

single majority existed, the NPN attracted 22 out of 28 races. 

Table 21: 1979 House of Representatives Election Results4

 

 

Seats NPN UPN NPP PRP GNPP 
Anambra 29 5 0 26 0 0 
Bauchi 20 18 0 1 0 1 
Bendel 20 6 12 2 0 0 
Benue 19 18 0 1 0 0 
Borno 24 2 0 0 0 22 
Cross 
River 

28 22 2 0 0 4 

Gongola 21 5 7 1 0 8 
Imo 30 2 0 28 0 0 
Kaduna 33 19 1 2 10 1 
Kano 46 7 0 0 39 0 
Kwara 14 8 5 0 0 1 
Lagos 12 0 12 0 0 0 
Niger 10 10 0 0 0 0 
Ogun 12 0 12 0 0 0 
Ondo 22 0 22 0 0 0 
Oyo 42 4 38 0 0 0 
Plateau 16 3 0 13 0 0 
Rivers 14 10 0 4 0 0 
Sokoto 37 31 0 0 0 6 
       
TOTAL 449 168 111 78 49 43 

 

                                                      

4 Adapted from Joseph, R. (1981). "Democratization Under Military tutelage: Crisis and Consensus in the 
Nigerian 1979 Elections." Comparative Politics 14(1): 75-100. 
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On the whole, however, after the 1979 elections, Nigeria had a parliament that 

reflected a very high degree of political pluralism. With five parties winning 9.6 percent 

or above and no party getting more than 37.4 percent of the total number of seats, the 

country seemed well positioned to experience competitive democratic politics, in spite of 

what this dissertation has claimed to be an inappropriate electoral formula. In addition, 

the 1979 election itself was largely devoid of blatant fraud that the first democratic poll 

in the country was subjected to (Ogbeidi 2010).  

 At least two points of caution are in order, however. First, this was the first 

multiparty election after an extended period of repressive military rule and it was 

driven by a pronounced desire for a move away from winner-take-all politics and 

political domination. In a related vein, this was the first iteration of what is typically a 

multi-round game of holding regular elections. Had Nigeria kept democratic elections as 

the main method of selecting its government, the majoritarian electoral formula would 

have probably led to party consolidation as a result of strategic voting and the minor 

parties would have no longer been able to attract that many votes.  

The relatively unproblematic election, however, provides an opportunity to 

explore how the votes and seats for the major parties matched up, which is the focus of 

the next few pages.  
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Table 22: States with Greatest Degree of  Vote-Seat Disproportionality, 1979 
Legislative Elections 

State  
Disproportionality 

Index 
Turnout 

% 
Party Votes % 

Seats % 
(Number 
of seats) 

Difference 
% 

       
Borno 15.4 24.9 GNPP 53 91.7 (22) 38.7 

  24.9 NPN 35.4 8.3 (2) -27.1 
  24.9 PRP 6.3 0 (0) -6.3 

Bauchi 12.5 38.5 NPN 59.7 90.0 (18) 30.3 
  38.5 NPN 4 5.0 (1) 1 
  38.5 GNPP 24.4 5.0 (1) -19.4 

Plateau 12.0 33.4 NPP 51.2 81.3 (13) 30.0 
  33.4 NPN 32.6 18.7 (3) -13.9 
  33.4 GNPP 9.1 0 (0) -9.1 

Sokoto 11.9 32.7 NPN 59.8 82.8 (31) 12.9 
  32.7 GNPP 36.4 16.2 (6) -20.2 

Niger 11.6 28.5 NPN 71.0 100 (10) 29.0 
  28.5 GNPP 20.2 0 (0) -20.2 

Benue 10.3 31.3 NPN 68.9 94.7 (18) 25.9 
  31.3 GNPP 11.6 0 (0) -11.6 
  31.3 NPP 15.5 5.3 -10.2 

Cross River 10.1 29.6 NPN 53.2 78.6 (22) 25.3 
  29.6 GNPP 21.7 14.3 (4) -7.4 
  29.6 UPN 12.9 7.1 (2) -5.8 
  29.6 NPP 11.8 0 (0) -11.8 

Imo 9.7 33.3 NPP 69.1 93.3 (28) 24.1 
  33.3 NPN 19.2 6.7 (2) -12.5 
  33.3 GNPP 8.9 0 (0) -8.9 

Kaduna 8.4 36.3 NPN 39.6 57.8 (19) 17.9 
  36.3 PRP 29.9 30.3 (10) 1.5 
  36.3 GNPP 20.2 3 (1) -17.1 
  36.3 UPN 7.0 0 (0) -7.0 

Bendel 8.3 37.6 UPN 41.1 60.0 (12) 18.9 
  37.6 NPP 8.0 10 (2) 1.9 
  37.6 NPN 47.3 30 (6) -17.2 

Source: CLEA Dataset (Kollman, Hicken et al. 2010) 
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The table above explores the variation in the vote-seat disproportionality across 

the Nigerian states during the 1979 election. For each state, the CLEA database provides 

information on the number of votes and number of seats each party has gathered. Based 

on this, I calculate vote and seat share for each party and state and come up with a vote-

seat disproportionality index. It is equal to the sum of the absolute values of the 

difference between the vote and seat shares, divided by the number of parties that ran in 

each state. A high value of this index indicates that there has been a significant 

discrepancy between votes cast and seats gained, whereas a value of “0” indicates a 

perfect overlap and perfect proportionality. The variable has a mean of 8.3 with a 

standard deviation of 3.37. The minimum (most proportional) value of 3.16 was 

observed in Kwara. The highest value of 15.46 was observed in the state of Borno.  

The measure of disproportionality gets at the heart of the notion that the 

majoritarian electoral formula will be appropriate and not lead to disproportionality in 

districts that are homogeneous. The detail of the data is not at the constituency level, but 

this overall measure allows us to get an idea about whether voter groups in certain 

states, on average, have wasted their votes. A vote counts as “wasted”,  as labeled by 

Gary Cox, when it is cast for a party that, due to the combination of electoral formula 

and district boundaries, has failed to gather parliamentary representation, in spite of 

sometimes significant number of votes (Cox 1997). States characterized by many such 

districts, therefore, will have higher values on the disproportionality index. 
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The figure below is based on this index of disproportionality and color-codes 

Nigeria’s administrative and electoral divisions according to the extent to which the 

results have been disproportional (measured as below mean (low), one standard 

deviation above mean (medium), two standard deviations above the mean (high) and 

three standard deviations above mean (very high)). The state with the highest degree of 

disproportionality is Borno, which is located in the North-Eastern part of Nigeria. In 

1979, GNPP won 91.7 percent of the seats (22 in total) with 53 percent of the votes. The 

second vote-getter, the NPN, won merely 2 seats, in spite of gathering 35.4 percent of the 

vote. Finally, the NPR, with its 6.3 percent of the vote, might have gained some seats 

under a PR formula, but failed to do so under the existing institutional framework of the 

country. Besides the tendency of the formula to reward the highest vote-getter, there are 

other anomalies. For instance, in Bauchi, GNPP and NPN both got one seat each, but the 

former had more than 24 percent of the popular vote and the former – merely 4 percent. 

In Bendel, the UPN got 60 percent of the seats with 41 percent of the vote, whereas NPN 

got 30 percent of the seats with 47.3 percent of the votes. 
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Figure 11: States and Vote-Seat Disproportionality in 1979 

Level of disproportionality – LOW MEDIUM HIGH VERY HIGH 

 

The results are informative, insofar as we see a clear connection between 

disproportionality, ethnic polarization and subsequent problems and violence that have 

lasted until the present. The states that are most affected by the disproportionate effect 

of the majoritarian formula also happen to be situated in the troubled North and Middle 

Belt regions that, as already described, tended to have the highest degree of ethno-

cultural polarization.  The homogeneously Yoruba Western region, on the other hand, 

has experienced almost perfect proportionality. This is hardly surprising: consistent with 

expectations, in polarized contexts, the majoritarian formula did not do a good job at 
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translating votes into political influence, due to the presence of numerous voter groups 

that were not willing to vote for a party representing a rival faction.  

It also becomes evident that the overall winner of the elections, the NPN, 

benefitted the most by the effects of disproportionality. In districts that did not face the 

disproportionate effect of the electoral formula (colored in grey in the figure), the NPN 

won 25.8 percent of the votes on average and gained about 20.8 percent of the seats. 

However, in districts that were above-average (one, two, or three standard deviation 

above the mean) in terms of disproportionality, NPN won 48.7 percent of the votes and 

57.8 percent of the seats.  NPN capitalized the most in states that had especially 

disproportional results, such as Bauchi (30.3 percent difference between seats and votes), 

Sokoto (12.9 percent), Niger (29 percent) and Benue (25.9 percent).  

However, the eventual overall winner, the NPN, did not benefit from the 

electoral formula unilaterally. In Borno, the NPN was the greatest loser, spotting a 27.1 

percent deficit between votes and seats. It faced a similarly disappointing loss in Plateau, 

Imo and Bendel. It is therefore possible to argue that it was not the case that the 

application of the electoral formula was the doing of the most powerful political actor – 

it is indeed the case that NPN conceded some important states. Rather, it is the case that 

the electoral formula was genuinely inappropriate for the ethnically polarized regions of 

Nigeria and led to erratic and highly disproportionate outcomes for all major political 

actors, not just the most influential party, even when the election has been relatively free 

and fair, such as the 1979 one. 
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In other words, the majoritarian electoral formula amplified the majority 

dominance in ethnically polarized districts, regardless of what the majority might be. 

For instance, in Borno the GNPP capitalized on the Kanuri majority and anti-NPN 

sentiment among this voter group. In Bauchi, Plateau, Niger, and Sokoto, and to a lesser 

extent Kaduna, NPN benefitted from its significant appeal among the Hausa-Fulani, 

even though, as already discussed, the constituted a bare majority in the Northern 

Region. Similar tendencies, albeit to a lesser extent due to its more homogeneous 

composition, were observed in the South-East. On the heels of significant support from 

the Yoruba majority in Bendel, for example, UPN managed to gain a seat advantage 

over NPN, in spite of a lower vote share. Overall, the majoritarian electoral formula 

worked well for above half of the states in the country, most of which were 

homogeneous and not polarized.  

In summary, the 1979 election benefitted from the goodwill for moving away 

from ethnic politics and the domination of the North over the rest of the country and 

was relatively unproblematic. Yet, the erratic results and significant disproportionality 

that characterized most polarized states was an outcome that is expected to occur any 

time a polarized country applies the majoritarian electoral formula..  

At this critical juncture, the powerful political actors in Nigeria had two options, 

I argue. First, they could have looked for ways to strengthen the pluralistic nature of 

politics by enhancing representation in the states where majorities dominated 

minorities, identified earlier. This could be achieved by either dividing the electoral 



 

 

150 

districts into more homogeneous ones (something that would probably have failed) or 

by creating multimember districts and proportional representation formula. The 

alternative route – the one that was actually taken by the NPN – constitutes a move away 

from democratic politics by the incumbent adopting a more unfair approach to electoral 

competition and abuse of governmental power to eradicate the partial political 

liberalization that occurred in 1979.  

Both strategies – the positive that involved making sure minorities get 

accommodated in polarized districts and the negative that involved strengthening the 

position of the incumbent NPN – could be achieved by employing some clearly 

identifiable mechanisms. The easiest way for the NPN to increase its domination and 

discourage the opposition was by making sure it attracted the relatively fewer votes 

needed to secure victory in the districts that featured many voter groups. This is so 

because in the districts that were homogeneous and not predisposed towards the NPN, 

such as the ones in the West, the party would have had to fabricate a relatively larger 

proportion of the votes. On the other hand, in states where it was not the most dominant 

party but enjoyed some significant levels of support, it had to manipulate a lower share 

of the vote.  

For instance, it would have been more difficult for NPN to emerge as a decisive 

manipulator in Oyo, Ondo, Ogun or Lagos, where the rival UPN enjoyed the full 

support of the homogeneous population. After all, vote share the incumbent party got in 

those states in 1979 varied between 8.7 and 19 percent in 1979. But it was relatively 
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easier to swing the vote in Bendel where the NPN got 47 percent or in other diverse 

states like Borno (35 percent). That is, the comparison between 1979 and the 1983 

election is very informative because it was an instance in which the bare victor from a 

free and fair election (1979) had a fairly simple roadmap to manipulating the upcoming 

election, if it so desired. To do so, it had to go after the states that had the slimmest 

margins of support for the opposition. Those states also happened to be the most ethno-

culturally polarized ones. 

The intention of the NPN to indeed sway the electoral fortunes in its favour at 

the expense of further democratic consolidation was quite evident. Following the 1979 

election, the ruling party instituted a practice of widespread clientelism and awarded 

most of its higher ranking positions to members of its Northern Caucus (Musa 1982). As 

elaborated by Musa, it shifted most of the direct economic benefits, such as contracts for 

infrastructure projects and import licenses, to companies based in the North too. The rift 

that led to the demise of the NPN emerged within this network of patronage that 

channelled most of the political benefits to the North. The continuous practice of 

funnelling resources to one particular region gradually alienated factions within the 

NPN, such as the Committee of Concerned Citizens (based in Kaduna in the North) and 

the Committee of Friends (representing the Yoruba in the West).  

Politically, the NPN used several crude mechanisms for electoral manipulation. 

It got a firm grasp over FEDECO, the electoral commission, and controlled its 

interpretation of the constitutional provisions (Hart 1993). It used this advantage to fight 
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off the opposition, which quite rationally given the electoral formula, tried to unite 

under the banner of the Progressive People’s Party (PPP), but was turned down by 

FEDECO twice in 1982.  The main tool the incumbent used, however, had to do with the 

inflated the number of eligible voters: while realistic census estimates suggested that no 

more than 40 million people would be of voting age, the final voter register contained 65 

million potential voters (Ibid, 402).  

It is tremendously revealing to track where the population growth, according to 

the new register, was greatest. The table below presents relevant information on the ten 

states that saw the greatest influx of eligible voters, according to the questionable 1983 

voter register. The second column shows that the percent increase varied greatly and 

was indeed very high, especially in Kaduna, Rivers, Benue, and Kano. The third 

illustrates that in essence all states that had clearly identifiable polarization between 

ethnic groups made the list. Furthermore, as revealed by the fourth column, all but three 

states that experienced significant vote-seat disproportionality in 1979 had an above-

average growth of eligible voters. On the other hand, states that were homogeneous and 

saw no disproportionality in 1979 showed much more modest increases, such as the 13.5 

percent increase in Oyo and the 11.4 percent increase in Ogun. One state showed a 

significant decrease – the polarized and highly disproportionate in 1979 Plateau state, 

which shrank by some 13.4 percent, which is a puzzle.  
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Table 23: States with the Greatest Population Increase, According to the 1983 Register 

State % Increase Ethnic Polarization 1979 
Disprop. 

1979 
Winner 

     
Kaduna 93.6 Hausa-Fulani vs. Kanuri, etc. Yes NPN 
Rivers 79.5 None No NPN 
Benue 46.7 Tiv vs. minorities Yes NPN 
Kano 46.2 Hausa-Fulani vs. Kanuri, etc. No PRP 
Anambra 35.5 Igbo vs. Hausa-Fulani No NPP 
Sokoto 33.2 Hausa-Fulani vs. minorities Yes NPN 
Cross 
River 

33.2 Numerous groups Yes NPN 

Bendel 31.4 None (but many groups) Yes UPN 
Imo 29.5 None Yes NPP 
Borno 21.8 Kanuru vs. Fulani Yes GNPP 

 

What followed this likely manipulation of the voter register was nothing short of 

extraordinary. NPN claimed decisive victories in precisely the states that were politically 

polarized, subject to substantial population increase and were won by an opposition 

political party in 1979: Bendel (which favoured UPN), Cross River (NPN), Gongola 

(GNPP and UPN) and Borno (GNPP). The NPN fully swept the remaining polarized 

states that had previously been won by the NPN, but had also awarded some seats to 

the opposition. Those included Bauchi, Benue, Kaduna, Rivers, and Sokoto. Nationally, 

NPN was able to secure 263 seats out of 385. In short, NPN behaved exactly in the way 

predicted by theory – it went after those states where decisive victories could be secured 

with the least amount of effort. Those happened to be, of course, the ethno-culturally 

polarized states where the majoritarian electoral formula ensured slim margins of 

victory and a high return to electoral fraud. 
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Following a successful presidential reelection bid in the midst of widespread 

allegations of fraud, Shagari was ousted through another military coup, which is largely 

attributed to the influence that the Committee of Concerned Citizens had with the 

Nigerian armed forces (Othman 1984, 455). His most prominent legacy was the 

collapsed Nigerian economy – a result of continuous practices of patronage and the 

declining price of oil. Yet, I argue that Shagari’s most negative action was political. Under 

his rule, the second attempt of building a democratic political system failed. While the 

drive to create a system of checks and balances was admirable, one element that 

remained untouched was the electoral formula for electing representatives. It would 

have been one effective tool for encouraging political pluralism in the most polarized 

states, where the effects of majoritarianism were unfortunate and eventually 

strengthened through the grasp on power executed by the NPN.  

4.8 The Babangida Years (1985-1993) and the Third Nigerian 
Republic 

The collapse of the Second Nigerian Republic was followed by another period of 

military government under the leadership of Ibrahim Babangida, who ruled the country 

from 1985 to 1993. Throughout this period, deliberations of political matters occurred 

within the Constituent Assembly (CA).The one that sat in 1988-1989 set the stage for 

multiparty elections, based on principles of federalism, executive presidentialism, 

absence of any national religion and, most interestingly, a two-party system (Akindele 

1997). This showed that the two-party model first designed by the British in the 1960s 
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had persevered through several military coups and three rounds of unsuccessful 

elections.  

The argument behind the odd constitutional requirement for a two-party system 

had to do with encouraging political pluralism while avoiding the “past chaos of party 

politics and ensuring that political parties would crosscut and transcend the country’s 

deep, complex and volatile ethnic and regional cleavages” (Diamond, Kirk-Greene et al. 

1997). This provision was a combination of two factors. First, it was a continuation of 

British naiveté – it was towards the end of colonialism when the majoritarian electoral 

formula, the force behind the two-party system, was first instituted with the hope that 

competitive politics will work out the deep ethnic differences eventually. Second, it was 

a method of restricting competition on behalf of Babangida, who was far from ready to 

give up power. From his perspective, the fewer legal challengers to his position, the 

better. This claim is substantiated by the fact that, in the face of tens of political parties 

trying to get official recognition, the electoral commission (NEC) recognized six, all of 

which were subsequently rejected by Babangida. The two parties that were created by 

Babangida himself – the Social Democratic Party (SDP) and the National Republican 

Convention (NRC), were a mockery of political pluralism.  

In addition to solidifying the norm of bipolar politics in a tremendously diverse 

and polarized society, Babangida picked up another bad habit from his failed 

predecessors – creating more states. On August 21, 1991, Babangida unveiled the newly 

fragmented country that contained a total of 30 states. This perpetuated the unfortunate 
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tendency of shifting majority-minority configurations, rather than turning states into 

homogeneous units. As pointed out by  Daniel Bach, this proliferation of new territorial 

units made citizens more aware of ethnicity and elites more likely to politicize it, rather 

than the other way around (Bach 1997). There were several reasons for this. As already 

discussed, the sheer number of ethnicities was so large that the most diverse regions 

were also the ones that were most likely to continue experiencing majority-minority 

splits even after redistricting. This was an ample opportunity that for political activists 

to mobilize ethnicity, since the economic benefits of forming a separate state (in terms of 

government subsidies, local legislation-making, etc.) were substantial (Ibid, 345). In the 

early 1990s fifteen out of the thirty states were classified as “minority” states (Osaghae 

1997). Of them, ten were situated in the North and Middle Belt regions, three in the East, 

and two in the South.  

Legislative elections were held in Nigeria in 1992 against the backdrop of a more 

fragmented state structure, majoritarian formula and two artificially created political 

parties. In spite of their less-than-natural and democratic origins, the two political 

parties ended up conforming to a pre-existing and very familiar pattern of electoral 

support. The NRC soaked up the Hausa-Fulani bloc and the Igbo-dominated East, 

whereas the SDP drew most of its support from the West, Middle Belt and Borno 

regions.  
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Table 24: States with Above-Average Degree of Vote-Seat Disproportionality, 
1992 Legislative Elections 5,6

State 
(Disproportionality 

Index) 

 

Polarized 
state? 

Turnout 
% 

Winner Votes % Seats % 
Seats 
won / 
Total 

Imo (34.7) No 32.9 NRC 50.9 85.7 18/21 
Yobe (34.5) Yes 33.1 SDP 57.8 92.3  12/13 
Borno (30.1) Yes 32.8 SDP 55.6 85.7  18/21 

Abuja FCT (29.8) Yes 36.2 NRC 45.1 75  3/4 
Benue (29.3) Yes 50.9 SDP 65.1 94.4  17/18 

Plateau (29.1) Yes 61.0 SDP 57.8 86.9 20/23 
Kwara (28.3) Yes 56.7 SDP 71.7 100 12/12 

Adamawa (28.1) Yes 47.1 NRC 58.3 87.5 14/16 
Ogun (27.7) No 42.2 SDP 72.3 100 15/15 
Osun (27.7) No 39.8 SDP 67.9 95.7  22/23 

Jigawa (26.6) No 21.1 SDP 59.1 85.7 18/21 
Delta (25.9) Yes 48.1 SDP 58.3 84.2 16/19 

Bauchi (23.9) No 56.8 NRC 71.7 95.7 22/23 
Edo (23.6) Yes 48.2 SDP 62.0 85.7 12/14 

Niger (23.4) Yes 44.1 NRC 71.4 94.7 18/19 
Lagos (22.4) No 35.5 SDP 70.9 93.3 14/15 

Katsina (21.2) No 28.3 NRC 55.7 76.9 20/26 
 

The situation in terms of vote-seat proportionality is summarized by the table 

above. It lists the sixteen states that experienced above-average disproportionality, 

according to an index equal to the sum of the absolute value of the vote-seat difference, 

divided by the number of parties. It is worth noting that the average disproportionality 

                                                      

5 Only scores for the winner in each state are reported. Since only two parties ran, the vote and seat share for 
the losing party easily calculated by subtracting the winner’s percentage from 100.  
6 Table compiled from:  
Osaghae, E. (1997). The National Assembly Elections of 1992. Transition Without End: Nigerian Politics and 
Civil Society Under Babangida. L. Diamond, A. Kirk-Greene and O. Oyediran. Boulder, CO, Lynne Rienner 
Publishers, Kollman, K., A. Hicken, et al. (2010). Constituency-Level Elections Archive (CLEA; 
www.electiondataarchive.org). Ann Arbor, MI, University of Michigan, Center for Political Studies. 
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using this measure was much higher in 1992, as compared to 1979. The mean 

discrepancy in 1992 was 19.6 percent with a standard deviation of 9.4 percent and a 

minimum of 0.51 in the homogeneous Western state of Kogi and a high of 34.7 percent 

in Imo in the South-East. This was obviously due to the additional restriction on political 

pluralism imposed by allowing only two parties to run for elections.  

It is difficult to trace fraudulent practices and tie them to state polarization in the 

1992 legislative election in Nigeria the way this was done for the 1979 and 1983 elections. 

This is because, unlike the 1979 election, the 1992 was not free and fair and was 

contested by two artificially created parties. The extent of vote-seat disproportionality, 

represented by the figure below, is still somewhat instructive. Out of the sixteen states 

claimed to have significant minority share by Osaghae, ten got above-average 

disproportionality. Those included the North-East states of Borno, Yobe, Jigawa and 

Katsina that experienced similar tendencies during the Second Republic. The Middle 

Belt states of Kwara, Niger, Plateau and Adamawa also displayed a significant mismatch 

between votes and seats. Again, this was not new, nor surprising – these were the 

territories where electorates were significantly fragmented along ethno-cultural lines, 

which increased the likelihood of such disproportionality.  
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Figure 12: States and Vote-Seat Disproportionality in 1992 

Level of disproportionality – LOW MEDIUM HIGH 

 

In summary, the partial liberalization of the political landscape in the early 1990s 

is instructive primarily in two respects. First, the creation of 30 states did not solve the 

ongoing problems of majority-minority splits across the administrative units, once again 

confirming the conclusion that was reached upon independence in the 1960s that certain 

regions are simply too diverse. Second, many of the states that were not only diverse, 

but also polarized, continued to struggle with achieving a good vote-seat 

proportionality. This was especially true of Borno, Yobe, Bauchi and Plateau, which 

were among the most ethno-culturally polarized states in the country. At the same time, 
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the fact that the 1992 poll was an artificial and one-shot attempt that had little to do with 

staging democratic elections, however, makes it difficult to gather information on any 

particular party strategies with regards to electoral manipulation.  

4.9 The Abacha Years (1993-1998) 

Following the 1993 presidential elections that were meant to replace Babangida 

as the chief executive of the country, the long-time ruler annulled the elections in an 

obvious attempt to stay in power. This led to numerous protests and riots, which 

culminated in a military coup led by General Sani Abacha on November 17, 1993, who 

subsequently ruled as a tyrant. Under his presidency, ethnic tensions for economic 

reasons intensified significantly. The reasons for this was the secessionist tendencies that 

the Ogoni people undertook after being long dissatisfied with the redistribution of oil 

wealth that was taking place away from their resource-rich territories in south-eastern 

Nigeria. The international community reacted harshly to the assassination of eight 

Ogoni activists, as well as Abacha’s incompetent handling of the economy. His rule 

ended after he died from a heart attack on June 8, 1998 (Falola and Heaton 2008, 234).   

Abacha was also involved in institutional design by opening up the discussion 

for the creation of new states in 1996. By the January 15 deadline that year, the 

government was flooded with 2,369 demands for local governments and 280 boundary 

changes (Lagunju 1996). The number of proposals for new state creation stood at 72 (Ojo 

and Adebayo 2008). The government approved six new administrative units out of 
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these. It split and created Bayelsa from Rivers, Ebonyi from Abia and Enugu, Ekiti from 

Ondo, Gombe from Bauchi, Nasarawa from Plateau and Zamfara from Sokoto.  

It is quite unclear what logic the Abacha government used when creating the 

new states, since it never published any documents that summarized the proceedings 

that went on prior to this decision (Ibid, 347). However, a look at which states were split 

up suggests that the approach was certainly not one that sought homogenization of 

diverse and polarized regions. Rivers, Abia, Enugu, Ondo and Sokoto were already 

homogeneous. The remaining ones – Bauchi and Plateau – had a history of polarization, 

seat-vote disproportionality and electoral manipulation (in 1983).  Nasarawa, which was 

carved out of the problematic Plateau state, boasted over 25 ethnic groups and hardly 

met the homogeneity standard. Gombe, on the other hand, was homogeneously Fulani. 

4.10 Babangida and Abacha and Implications for 
Democratization 

The third failed attempt for democratization in the early 1990s might have been a 

missed opportunity for ethnic and religious reconciliation. Babangida did not accept the 

victory of Bashorun Moshood Abiola in the 1993 Presidential election. Abiola was a 

Yoruba Muslim, whose 58 percent electoral support cut across ethnic and religious 

cleavages. His victory was contingent upon a mix of voters from the Northern and 

Middle Belt states, in addition to the main area of support he enjoyed from his native 

south-western part of the country. Abiola would have been the first leader of the 

country since independence that was not tied to the North. Some experts saw this as an 
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unprecedented unification of southern and northern interests and a rare opportunity for 

ending the practices of political exclusion, fraud and violence that accompanied 

Nigerian political life since independence from the British in the 1960s (Lewis 1994, 327).  

These claims, however, need to be taken with a grain of salt. After all, Abiola was 

not the first politician who claimed to have had a cross-ethnic appeal and support base. 

Leaders and legislatures of the First and Second Nigerian republic were nominated to 

power by gathering support of more than their own ethnic group and region, only to go 

back on their promises and start catering only to their narrow interests once in power. In 

addition, the legislative elections, which are the primary interest of this dissertation, 

gave serious reasons for concern, because of the mismatch between votes and seats.  

While Babangida’s grasp on power quickly deteriorated after the annulment of 

the 1993 elections, Nigeria yet again shifted to authoritarianism after Abacha rose to 

power. His rule was characterized by favoritism of one region and religion over another. 

Abacha continued an unfortunate tradition of Northern and Muslim political dominance 

which had serious religious and ethnic repercussions, as it stood against the interests of 

the southern ethnic and religious groups. This once again put northern Muslims and 

southern Christians, along with the ethnic groups that made up those regions, at odds 

with each other (Ibid, 330). Abacha’s rule was characterized by significant institutional 

decay and a parody of multi-party competition – a tendency he inherited from 

Babangida and developed further. 
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4.11 The 1999 Election and the Beginning of the Fourth 
Republic7

With the death of Sani Abacha, Nigeria’s ninth military ruler since 

independence, Abdulsalaam Abubakar, assumed office on June 9, 1998. Devoid of a 

strong political background and authoritarian ambitions, Abubakar completed the 

transition to civil rule by May 1999 when the new President, General Olesegun 

Obasanjo, took office. In the meantime, he appointed the Independent National Electoral 

Commission (INEC), made party registration less costly and cumbersome and sought 

the help of the Commonwealth and United Nations for managing the electoral process 

(Chuku 2004).  

The international community offered unprecedented help to Nigeria, hoping that 

this would tip the scales in favour of democracy. Former President Jimmy Carter called 

the 1999 poll “the most important election in the world this year” (Kew 1999). USAID 

dedicated $2 million for election monitoring. The National Democratic Institute (NDI), 

jointly with the Carter Center, the International Republican Institute (IRI) and the 

International Foundation for Election Systems (IFES) all sent delegations on the ground.  

 

Three parties fielded candidates in all 360 single-member constituencies of 

Nigeria. Those were the People’s Democratic Party (PDP), the All People’s Party (APP) 

and the Alliance for Democracy (AD). In spite of the optimistic start of the 

                                                      

7  The most recent transition from military government could be seen as either the Third Nigerian Republic, 
depending on how the failed transition to civilian government in 1993 under Babangida is viewed. Since 
such a government was in effect never installed and a new military government took over under Abacha, 
one could argue that  
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democratization process, the ensuing local, parliamentary and presidential elections 

were a bitter disappointment. The PDP dominated the polls and convincingly swayed 

them in its own favour. Neither one of the Western organizations that issued formal 

reports of the electoral process gave it a positive evaluation.   

Capturing the level of fraud in each state and then putting it in comparative 

perspective is a difficult task for an election that was so blatantly manipulated. It is also 

challenging to gauge the extent to which vote-seat disproportionality existed across the 

administrative divisions, since the main technique employed by the PDP for influencing 

the vote total was by inflating turnout figures. According to Darren Kew, who was on 

the ground in his capacity as election observer for the NDI/Carter Center Mission, the 

states could be divided into three groups, according to the level of fraud they 

experienced (Kew 1999).  

The first group of states was located in the South-East, Northeast and the Middle 

Belt (North-Central) regions of the country and it experienced the most severe degree of 

electoral manipulation. This consisted of turnouts that in some districts reached 100 

percent and rampant underage voting. Election monitors were taken aback by the claims 

of such significant turnout, especially when their own estimates for the legislative 

elections were far more modest and ranged between 5 and 20 percent.  

 In a personal exchange with the author, Professor Kew provided more details 

about precisely the states he had in mind and the levels of fraud he encountered while 

on the ground (Kew 2011). He called the more blatantly manipulated states “completely 
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corrupt” and those included all Niger Delta states of the South-East, as well as the 

Middle-Belt Taraba and North-Eastern Gombe. As a reminder, those states were all 

qualified as not homogeneous and at that point had a history of ethno-cultural 

polarization. Across those administrative units, the main metric of fraud had to do with 

the turnout rates reported by the authorities, which was in the 80 to 90 percent range, or 

several times higher than what the monitoring organizations estimated themselves.  

The other category of states is labelled by Kew as “comfortably corrupt”. The 

races there tended to be subject to considerable voter turnout exaggeration that was in 

the 40-60 percent range, whereas Professor Kew himself observed less than 5 percent in 

the state he visited – Rivers. In addition, while the average reported turnout was lower 

than the ones in the “completely corrupt” group, the political actors in this more 

moderate group were perhaps simply more strategic: “The comfortably corrupt states 

saw semi-competitive outcomes in some local government areas – typically the urban 

ones – but then had outrageously inflated returns in key ... wards (often rural) to the 

advantage of the favoured candidate of the ruling party in that state.” The states in the 

Northern part of the country, which consisted of people that fell under the bare majority 

of the Hausa-Fulani and the rest, fell in this category. Finally, Darren Kew categorized 

the six South-Western states as the ones that held competitive elections. Those happen to 

be homogeneously Yoruba.  

Consistently with the expectations set forth in the theoretical chapter of the 

dissertation, the regions and  states mentioned above as having the highest degree of 
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election-related problems are precisely the areas where historically Nigeria experienced 

the greatest degree of both political polarization and fraud during the 1979-1983 and 

1993 electoral cycles. On the other hand, the districts where turnouts did not appear to 

be artificially bloated were the homogeneous states in the Southwest (where the Yoruba 

lived) and North-East (Hausa-Fulani). 

Secondary sources confirm the expectation that fraud took the form of inflated 

turnout figures and was rampant in states characterized by ethno-cultural divisions. 

According to a feature run in the aftermath of the 1999 poll, the greatest discrepancies 

were observed in the highly polarized and diverse Middle Belt states (Goodluck 1999). 

Those included Nassarawa (a new state formed by splitting the southern portion of the 

highly polarized and problematic Plateau), Gombe (another Plateau splinter, but in the 

north), Kogi (which took on territories that formerly belonged to Kwara and Benue, both 

of which were highly polarized and problematic in the past), Niger and Kwara. 

Commenting on the unfortunate electoral manipulation practices in those states, the 

Civil Liberties Organization Head of Legal Resources in Nigeria, stated: “Our political 

system is that of winner-takes-all, and because the center has been given too much 

power, everybody scrambles for the center at all costs.” 
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Table 25: Deployment of NDI/Carter Center Monitors, 1999 elections 

State Name Region Previous Fraud Polarization # Delegations 
     
Sokoto North-West Yes (1983) No 1 (2 people) 
Kaduna North Yes (1983) Yes 2 (6 people) 
Kano North No  No 1 (2 people) 
Katsina North Yes (1992) Yes 1 (2 people) 
Borno North-East Yes (1983, 

1992) 
Yes 1 (2 people) 

Bauchi North-East Yes (1983, 
1992) 

Yes 1 (2 people) 

Niger Middle Belt Yes (1983, 
1992) 

Yes 1 (2 people) 

Plateau Middle Belt Yes (1983, 
1992) 

Yes 2 (5 people)8 

Lagos Middle Belt  Yes (1992) Yes 1 (10 peple) 
Cross River South-East Yes (1992) Yes 1 (2 people) 
Delta South Yes (1992) No 1 (2 people) 
Anambra South No  No 1 (2 people) 
Imo South Yes (1983, 

1992) 
No 1 (2 people) 

Edo South Yes (1992) Yes 1 (2 people 
Rivers South No Yes 1 (2 people) 
Ogun South-West Yes (1992) No 2 (4 people) 
Enugu South-East N/A (new 

state) 
No 1 (2 people) 

 

Another indirect measure of where the problem areas were can be obtained by 

tracking where election monitors were deployed. According to the accounts of the most 

high-profile monitoring mission by the Carter Center and NDI, which included former 

US President Jimmy Carter himself, non-governmental organizations that evaluated the 

polling process did not randomly pick the states they wanted to watch more closely. 

                                                      

8 Including Mr. and Mrs. Carter 
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Given their limited resources and the vast territory of Nigeria, decisions about where to 

deploy observers were taken only after several pre-election visits were conducted that 

involved meetings with INEC representatives, journalists, experts and embassy officials 

(Carter Center / NDI 1999). Those interactions helped delegates “determine which sites 

to visit one election-day and provided important background for their assessment (Ibid, 

20).” 

In other words, monitors from the joint Carter Center – NDI delegation adopted 

a strategy of visiting those states where they could have the most impact and were most 

needed. Observer teams included between two and ten people. From the table above, it 

becomes evident that monitors were present in virtually every state in the Middle Belt 

and Northern regions that experienced ethno-cultural polarization and election-

problems in the previous electoral cycles in the country. President Carter himself visited 

Plateau state on election-day, which was historically perhaps the most divided and 

problematic administrative unit in the country since independence.  

In summary, the Nigerian Fourth Republic was off to a bad start in terms of its 

seeming capability to maintain a free and fair electoral process as it struggled to bring a 

democracy in a winner-take-all political environment. The creation of seven new states 

under Abacha did not follow the logic of creating homogeneous administrative units. 

Even where diverse states were split, the resulting new ones were similarly polarized 

and in fact seemed to have the highest likelihood of experiencing electoral manipulation. 

This seems to suggest that, in a context of significant ethno-cultural diversity and 
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polarization, splitting up units that are too complex to ever turn homogeneous further 

strengthens ethnicity as a political cleavage and encourages electoral manipulation as a 

tool for excluding rival political groups.   

4.12 The 2003 Election 

By the time Nigeria was getting ready to conduct its first multiparty election 

under civilian rule in the Fourth Republic, two tendencies had become evident. First, 

ethnicity was more politicized than ever. According to Thomas Imobighe, conflict 

between rival groups were so frequent that there was hardly any part of the country that 

had not experienced some sort of ethnic strife (Imobighe 2003). In the traditionally 

problematic Middle Belt region of the country, clashes were especially violent and 

polarizing in the states of Taraba (Tiv vs. Wukaro and Chamba-Kuteb), Nassarawa (Basa 

vs. Egbura) and most prominently Plateau (Fulani vs. Irigwe and Yelwa vs. Shendam). 

In the North, tension led to clashes in Bauchi (Hausa-Fulani vs. Sawaya), Kaduna 

(Zango vs. Kataf) and Kano. The South and South-East region, another hotbed for intra-

ethnic strife, continued to experience problems in Rivers (Ogono vs. Adoni, and Eleme 

vs. Okrika) and Delta (Itsekiri vs. Ijaw). What is even more interesting is that ethnic 

strife had taken a firm grasp of the South-West too, where some claim divisions within 

the Yoruba had started to be politicized in the 1980s (Joseph 1987). Consequently, the 

states of Osun, Ogun, Ondo and Lagos all had serious conflicts (Ibid, 15). 

Therefore, it seems that politicizing ethnicity had become a dominant strategy for 

Nigerian political actors. While the explanation of this broader phenomenon is surely 
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multi-faceted, it is consistent with the incentives provided by the majoritarian electoral 

formula. A party that is not a front-runner in a particular homogeneous and non-

polarized state will find it very hard to replace the one that is by miraculously winning 

over the majority. But it will be much more likely to be successful if it politicizes several 

dormant fractions within that state so that it is no longer homogeneous and its dominant 

rival is no longer getting overwhelming support of, say, 80-90 percent. By breaking up a 

solid electorate into many smaller ones, an opposition party might be able to win some 

seats or even outright victory.  

More importantly, the higher the number of smaller voter groups and the more 

polarized they are, the easier it will be to secure victory with a relatively smaller share of 

the overall vote under majoritarianism. That is, if the voters in a state such Osun 

formerly identified as simply “Yoruba” start to identify as the constituent units of this 

broader ethnic construct (such as Ife, Ijesha, Oyo or Ibolo) and if those smaller groups 

are polarized by dainty political actors, an opposition party has a chance to improve its 

electoral fortunes significantly. The majoritarian electoral formula will ensure that, in the 

event that a party doe manage to attract the votes of the largest of those newly 

politicized groups, it will be an absolute winner with relatively fewer votes.  

The second tendency worth noting was that politicians had started to grow 

increasingly more sophisticated, or at least less tremendously obvious, in the techniques 

they employed for manipulating the polls. It is worth recalling that the 1983 election, 

which followed perhaps the only free and fair poll in Nigeria’s history of 1979, was 
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characterized by systematic and purposeful manipulation using a rather crass tool for 

biasing the results – inflating the population counts in the states that were most crucial. 

Then in 1999, the powerful political actors used a derivative method of manipulation by 

inflating the turnout figures to proportions that were quite apparent and readily 

criticized by the plethora of international observers.  

It is against this backdrop that Nigeria conducted the 2003 election. While as 

many as 28 parties registered successfully, the three main players included the People’s 

Democratic Party (PDP), the All People’s Party (ANPP) and the Alliance for Democracy 

(AD). Following a decade-long tradition, they were easily ascribed to particular regions 

and ethnic groups within the country. The PDP catered to the Hausa-Fulani Northern 

territories, the APP drew most of its support from the Hausa-Fulani opposition within 

the Muslim world in the North-West, Middle Belt and South. Finally, the AD was clearly 

associated with the Yoruba-dominated Western region. In addition, several of the 

smaller parties also drew some support from various regions of the country. The United 

Nigeria Peoples Party (UNPP) and National Democratic Party (NDP) relied on the 

South-East and Middle Belt, whereas the All Progressives Grand Alliance (AGPA) 

revived old secessionist movements within the Igbo. Finally the Peoples Redemption 

Party (PRP) struck a cord that first resonated in the 1960s by appealing to progressives 

within the Hausa-Fulani.  

It is therefore safe to say that the demand for having more than a two-party 

system was very obvious prior to 2003 with the registration of so many parties. This 
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demand for representation, however, was soon to be crushed by blatant electoral 

manipulation and what became a one-party domination of the political landscape by the 

incumbent PDP. If the theoretical expectations of the dissertation are to be somewhat 

verified, PDP was to go after regions that were especially heterogeneous and polarized 

and seek to crush its opposition through fraud, benefitting by the lopsided effects of 

majoritiarianism in a context of numerous and polarized ethno-cultural groups.  

Just like in previous electoral cycles, the most opportune areas for PDP to strike 

were the Middle Belt, North-West and South-East regions of the country. It is precisely 

in those regions that independent pre-election polls showed that the opposition was 

winning. For instance, the ANPP was poised to win Rivers, Bayuels and Akwa Ibom in 

the South, as well as the states in the North-West and Middle Belt. Similarly, the Igbos of 

the South-West showed pronounced preferences for APGA (Kew 2004). 

Manipulating the elections began long before polling day. The Independent 

National Electoral Commission (INEC) was severely underfunded, which resulted in 

what Darren Kew labels “calculated incompetence”. The electoral body received the 

bulk of the money that was necessary for conducting the election about 48 hours before 

the polls opened and severely underperformed in meeting its task of setting up 120,000 

polling stations to accommodate an electorate of 55-60 million Nigerians (Kew 2004). 

Yet, shortly before the deadline it announced it had registered 60.8 Nigerians, in spite of 

claims by the National Democratic Institute and others that the “majority of Nigerians 
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have not had an adequate opportunity to review the voter register.” (NDI / Carter 

Center 2003) 

The European Union monitoring mission singled out thirteen states as having 

significantly fraudulent parliamentary elections. The most problematic group included 

Cross River, Delta, Edo, Enugu, Imo, Kaduna and Rivers. In Delta, for instance, some 

polling stations never opened, but INEC nonetheless reported a turnout of no less than 

98 percent! In these states, observers detected widespread and unimpeded ballot-box 

stuffing, pre-sorted stacks of ballots and other fairly brutal manipulation techniques. The 

PDP came out victorious in all of these, by claiming overwhelming margins of victory, in 

spite of pre-election polls that suggested otherwise.  

Elections were deemed to be significantly rigged, albeit to a lesser extent, in 

another group of states that included Abia, Anambra, Benue, Ebonyi, Katsina and 

Nassarawa (European Union 2003). The mission of the International Republican Institute 

(IRI), which appears to have been smaller in scope, nonetheless echoed the findings of 

the European Union. Five of the thirteen states that IRI visited had significant problems 

and they overlapped with the ones identified by the EU – Cross River, Imo, Katsina, 

Nassarawa and Rivers(International Republican Institute 2003).  Violations included 

administrative shortcomings, such as significant delays in the opening of 83 percent of 

observed polling stations, missing voting materials in 40 percent of the stations, late 

closing, and bad collation of results, among others. In other instances, deliberate 
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manipulation was detected, such as forged signatures, implausible results and refusal to 

provide official registration and voting figures.  

 

 

Figure 13: Electoral Fraud, 2003 Nigerian Legislative Elections 

Level of fraud –MEDIUM (monitors) HIGH (monitors) HIGH (opposition) 

 

Opposition parties, while having different incentives from international 

monitors, also came up with accusations that were in line with what observers had said. 

Following the end of the National Assembly polls on April 12, the presidential 

candidates of twelve of the opposition parties got together and issued a joint statement, 

threatening “mass action”, unless INEC addressed the shortcomings from the legislative 
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election (This Day 2003). The opposition leaders stated that the elections in the South, 

South-East, and North-Central part of the country were marred by “monumental 

malpractices” – identifying precisely the regions that international monitors criticized 

most extensively as well. In addition, opposition parties also claimed that elections were 

manipulated in Abuja, Niger, Bauchi, Plateau, Kwara, Taraba, Katsina, Kaduna, Kano, 

Gombe and Kogi.  

The pattern of fraud in 2003 is familiar – the only regions that were spared 

extensive fraud were the decidedly homogeneous North-West and South-West regions, 

whereas the diverse and polarized North-Central, Middle Belt and South and South-East 

regions experienced significant electoral manipulation. One puzzling tendency seems to 

be the relatively good electoral process observed in the North-East, which the theory 

would have predicted to continue to be a good target for electoral fraud.  

The manipulation of the elections had severe repercussions across the country. In 

Plateau, post-election protests were so severe that the government declared a six-month 

state of emergency on May 18, 2003. To be sure, Christian-Muslim tensions existed in the 

state for decades and had previously led to over a thousand deaths in 2001. The core of 

the problem can be ascribed to the presence of many of the major rival ethno-religious 

groups in Plateau, including Hausa-Fulani, Yoruba, and Igbos (This Day 2004). Yet, the 

PDP swept the polls in 1999, winning all eight seats and used the same heavy-handed 

tactics to achieve full domination of this state in 2003. Consistent with theory, the 

presence of sizeable excluded minorities and the complete domination of the electoral 
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scene by one party through electoral fraud, led to severe repercussions that peaked right 

around the 2003 election and necessitated the suspension of politics in the state.  

In summary, the 2003 election was a constellation of bad practices in the face of 

clear demand for multipartyism. No less than 28 parties registered with INEC, of which 

more than half a dozen had a clearly identifiable electorate. In the end, the incumbent 

PDP won 213 out of 346 constituencies and full domination of the political scene. This 

was achieved through a strategic manipulation of the electoral process that was 

especially heavy-handed in states where the opposition was dominant or at least 

somewhat viable. Consistent with theory, PDP focused a tremendous amount of effort 

and the result was an electoral process that did not even have a modicum of credibility. 

4.13 The 2007 Elections 

The new electoral act of 2006 contained several provisions that the European 

Union monitoring mission saw as an improvement (European Union 2007). It contained 

a stipulation that INEC was to become funded independently from the central 

government – a modification that did not come into effect in time for the upcoming 

polls. In practice, the President continued to have full control over the appointment of 

electoral commissioners. In addition, INEC decided to completely overhaul the voter 

list, as it acknowledged the one from 2003 was faulty. However, by mid-January 2007, 

the organization had registered only 32 million voters. Over the remaining couple of 

weeks, about 22 million citizens were registered, which made independent monitors 

start to question the process (Ibid, 15). The figure stood at 61.5 million by the end of 
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March. INEC refused to provide copies of the voter register to foreign monitoring 

missions, however.  

The 2007 election, in spite of some cosmetic changes, seems to have been even 

worse than the one in 2003. According to domestic observers, “the election was a 

charade and did not meet the minimum standards required for democratic elections” 

(European Union 2007). The International Republican Institute (IRI) claimed that the “... 

national elections held in April were among the worst IRI has ever observed” 

(Committee on Foreign Affairs 2007).  

Analyzing the election with respect to the theoretical framework guiding this 

dissertation is somewhat challenging. Fraud in 2007 was indeed at unprecedented levels 

and cheating was committed by incumbents and opposition parties for the most part 

indiscriminately. In addition, the traditional ethno-cultural cleavage continued to give 

way to an economic one that had to do more and more with the control of the vast oil 

assets in the South – a tendency that was even more strengthened by the high price for 

crude oil in the late 2000s. The analysis of the 2007 election shows that fraud reached 

unparalleled heights in regions that were ethno-culturally polarized as well as in some 

homogeneous ones. It is nonetheless the case that some of the most homogeneous 

regions also experienced the least amount of electoral manipulation.  
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Table 26: Nigerian States and Ethno-Cultural Polarization, 2007 

State Region Major Ethnic Groups 
Historical 

Polarization 

El. 
Problems 

(2007)9 
Abia South-East Igbo (95%) Low High 

Adamawa Middle Belt 

Fulani, Bwatiye, Chamba, 
Higgi, Mbula, Margi, Kilba 

Ga'anda, Longuda, Kanakuru, 
Bille, Bura, Yandang, Yungur, 

Fali, Gude, Verre and Libo 

Medium Low 

Akwa Ibom South-East Ibibio, Annang, Oron Low Low 
Anambra South Igbo (98%) Low Medium 

Bauchi North 
Gerawa, Ningawa, Hausa, 

Fulani and Tangale 
High Low 

Bayelsa South 
Izon, Nembe, Ogbia, Epie, 

Atissa, Urhobo, Isoko 
High High 

Benue Middle Belt 
Tiv, Idoma, Igede, Etulo, 
Jukun, Hausa, Akwueya, 

Reyiton 
Medium Medium 

Borno North-East Kanuri (90+%) Low Low 
Cross River South-East Efik, Ejagham, Bekwarra High High 

Delta South 
Igbo, Urhobo, Isoko, Ijaw, 

Itsekiri 
High High 

Ebonyi South-East Igbo Low Low 
Edo South-West Bini, Esan, Afemai, Emai, Ijaw Medium Low 
Ekiti South-West Ekiti/Yoruba (90+) Low Medium 

Enugu South Igbo Low Low 
Gombe North-East Fulani High High 

Imo South Igbo (98%) Low Low 

Jigawa North-East 
Hausa/Fulani (maj.), Kanuri, 

Badawa 
High Low 

Kaduna North 
Hausa, Gbagyi, Adara, Ham, 

Atyap, Bajjuu 
High Low 

Kano North Hausa (maj.) Medium Low 
Katsina North Hausa Low Low 
Kebbi Nort-West Hausa (maj.), Low Low 
Kogi Middle Belt Igala, Ebira, Okun Medium Low 

Kwara Middle Belt Yoruba, Nupe and Baruba Medium Low 
Lagos West Yoruba, Awoni, Egun, Ijebu, Low Low 

                                                      

9 For full list of values and states, see “Electoral Problems, 2007” in Appendix 
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Benin, Eko 

Nasarawa Middle Belt 

Eggon, Tiv, Alago, Hausa, 
Fulani, Mada, Rindre, 

Gwadara, Koro, Gbagyi, 
Ebira, Agatu, Bassa, Abo, 

Ake, Mama, Arum, Kanuri. 

High Medium 

Niger Middle Belt 

Haus Nupe, Kwari, Hausa, 
Kadara, Koro, Bamba, Fulani, 

Ganagana, Dibo, Kambari, 
Kamuku, Panan Dukkawa, 

Gade, Ingwai. a-Fulan 

High Medium 

Ogun West Yoruba Low Medium 

Ondo West 
Yoruba - Akoko, Akure, Ijo, 

Ikale, Ilaje, Ondo, Owo 
Low Low 

Osun West 
Osuns, Ijesas, Ifes, and the 

Igbominas 
Low Low 

Oyo West Yoruba Low Medium 

Plateau Middle Belt 
Angas, Berom, Jarawa, Pyem, 
Ron and many others (40 in 

all!) 
High High 

Rivers South 

Abua, Andoni, Ekpeye, 
Engenni, Etche, Igbani, 

Ikwerre, Kalabari, Ndoni, 
Ogba, Ogoni, Okrika, etc. 

High High 

Sokoto North-west Hausa, with religious split Low Low 

Taraba Middle Belt 
Mumuyes, Tibvs, Jukuns, 

Kuteps and others 
Medium Low 

Yobe North-East 
Fulani (maj.), Kanuri, Kare-

Kare, Bolewa, Ngizim, Bade, 
Hausa, Ngamo, Shuwa 

Medium Low 

Zamfara North-West 
Hausa-Fulani (maj.), Gwari, 
Kamuku, Kambari, Dukawa, 

Bussawa, Zabarma 
Low Low 

Table 26 (continued) 

Table 26 serves as a quick reference. It lists key information about the level of 

polarization and election quality. Election quality is based on the sum of instances of 

procedural problems, violence and cheating, indicated by the European Union, 

weighted by the number of legislative seats within a particular state. This generates a 
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rough measure10

The types of violations took on a vast array of forms. The significant level of 

detail provided by the European Union

 of how much cheating per legislative seat was detected across the 

country. 

The location of the most egregious problems was familiar. The polls were 

especially bad in the South-East and Middle Belt regions, including the states of 

Anambra, Adamawa, Delta, Edo, Enugu, Kogi, Nasarawa, Ondo and Rivers. While 

official complaints from opposition parties were not presented by INEC, the European 

Union mission nonetheless claimed that such grievances were extremely common in a 

lot of states in the South and South-East (Akwa-Ibom, Edo, Osun, Rivers, Ebonyi, 

Anambra, Imo), Middle Belt (Niger, Kebbi, Plateau, Bauchi, Cross River, Taraba) and 

North-Central (Borno, Kaduna and Jigawa) (European Union 2001). The majority of 

those fell onto deaf ears, primarily due to the fact that the electoral law was unclear or 

inefficient with regards to the procedures for handling petitions. In the few instances 

when elections were nonetheless annulled, INEC failed to provide the grounds or 

criteria it used to make this decision (Ibid, 30). 

11

                                                      

10 The resulting variable has a mean of 3.8 and standard deviation of 5.7. The level of fraud is qualified as 
“medium” for values within one SD of the mean, “low” for values that are below the mean and “high” for 
values that are more than 1 SD above the mean. 
11 The 2007 EU Report on Nigeria is among the most useful documents for locating and identifying fraud 
that the author has encountered and could serve as an example for work of this nature.  

 makes it possible to differentiate between at 

least three types: procedural, fraud-related and violence-related. Procedural violations 

consisted of intentional or accidental breach of procedures by electoral staff (Ibid, 59). 
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Fraud subsumed cases of ballot box stuffing, unauthorized changing or results, vote-

buying, tampering with ballot papers, among other activities that directly altered the 

voting (Ibid, 82). Finally, electoral shortcomings that included security breaches, threats 

and intimidation of voters, officials or electoral staff are labelled as “violence”. Each type 

and the geographic distribution is discussed below12

Overall, procedural violations were most widespread in the North-East, Middle 

Belt and South-East regions of the country

. 

13

At the same time, a few states experienced fairly smooth procedures. Those were 

typically located in the North-Central and North-Western part of the country (Yobe, 

. In Gombe in the North-East, EU reported 

the highest total number of violations (33) that ranged from insufficient or late voting 

materials, lack of vote secrecy, police involvement and underage voting. Underage 

people casting ballots was the main problem of another state in the North-East, Jigawa. 

In Plateau in the Middle Belt region observers indicated 14 instances that involved 

primarily underage voting, missing ballots and lack of secrecy. The other states with 

especially high procedural problems included Jigawa in the North-East, Cross-River and 

Ebonyi, (South-East), Benue and Nassarawa (Middle Belt). Some outliers – 

homogeneous states with high levels of problems –  were also observed. Those were 

Ogun and Ekiti in the South-West, Ekiti in the South-West, among others.  

                                                      

12 Monitors were not present in Rivers, Bayelsa and Delta – three southern states that had very delicate 
security situations that threatened the safety of observers. The electoral process is considered to be seriously 
flawed in all three regions, even though detailed accounts about what forms they took are lacking.  
13 For full list, see “Incidence of Procedural Problems, 2007” in Appendix.  
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Bauchi, Zamfara, Kebbi, Sokoto). Procedural regulations were also upheld in the South-

West and West parts (Lagos, Oyo, Ondo, Osun). In line with theoretical expectations, 

states that were not subjected to systematic procedural violations were also states that 

were non-polarized, homogeneous, and where one party had the unfaltering support of 

the grand majority. This was not necessarily always the incumbent PDP, as ANPP swept 

or nearly dominated some of those states, such as Zamfara and Yobe. In others (such as 

Osun and Ondo), it was indeed the PDP that won all seats.  

What is safer to say, therefore, is that the electoral process was not tampered 

with in the instances when doing so was not efficient – such as when a particular party 

enjoys overwhelming support, which tends to be more likely in homogeneous districts.  

Fraud14

States that had very low levels of fraud were located, once again in the South-

West and South (Lagos, Edo, Ekiti, Anambra, Osun) and North and North North-West 

 was the second type of electoral manipulation classified by the European 

Union. It was highest in the South and South-East, Middle Belt and North-East regions 

of the country. In Abia in the South, a predominantly Igbo state and a theoretical outlier, 

cheating was extremely high: there was no secrecy of the vote and voters were 

instructed on how to vote by party agents. Other areas experienced voter turnout of over 

100 percent. In Plateau, a polarized state in the Middle Belt region, fraud took 

threatening forms, such as kidnapping of INEC officials, PRP supporters carrying 

multiple ballots for the PDP, falsified results, etc.  

                                                      

14 For a full list, see “Incidence of Fraud” in Appendix 
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(Borno, Bauchi, Kebbi, Zamfara, Sokoto, and Kano). Those were generally areas where 

cheating would have been more costly, due to the more homogeneous nature of the 

population and the ensuing firm grip of one party over the majority of the population.  

Discontent with the electoral process quickly grew into riots and violence15

                                                      

15 See “Incidence of Violence, 2007” in Appendix. 

. As 

suggested by the EU monitoring mission, this was especially often the case in states 

where the incumbent party won. By looking at the states where this was the case, one 

can quickly reach the conclusion that those were not the homogeneous states that 

consisted of incumbent supporters, but rather precisely the states where heterogeneous 

electorates had a low tolerance for the electoral manipulations undertaken by the PDP.  

The most instances of election-related violence happened in the South. In Rivers, 

Bayelsa and Delta, monitors did not even operate, due to the considerable threat to their 

security. The situation was similarly tense in other states in the region, such as Cross 

River, Anambra and Abia. For instance, in Anambra, INEC offices in eight Local 

Government Areas (LGAs) were burnt down or bombed by angry opposition 

supporters. Fighting between angry rival supporters was observed in Cross River. In 

Abia, PDP supporters engaged in widespread intimidation of ANPP voters. Violence 

was a pronounced problem in four Middle Belt states too, including Kogi, Nassarawa, 

Plateau and Benue. On the flip side, states in the homogeneous North-East (Yobe, 

Jigawa, Kebbi, Zamfara) experienced little, if any, security concerns.  
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4.14 Conclusion 

This chapter provided an overview of the experience Nigeria has had with 

conducting multi-party elections. It is a good illustration of the main theoretical claim of 

this dissertation because the country has had an externally imposed majoritarian 

electoral formula, which is expected to yield worse representation of smaller voter 

groups in ethno-culturally diverse and polarized regions of the country. This aspect of 

the institutional effect of the electoral formula was demonstrated by tracking vote-seat 

disproportionality, which tended to be expectedly higher in the states where rival 

ethnicities coexisted.  

Furthermore, this chapter has argued that this disproportionality is especially 

appealing to political entrepreneurs who have their minds set on manipulating the 

electoral process. Due to the slimmer margins of victory and the opportunity to achieve 

lopsided victories by manipulating a relatively smaller share of the vote, incumbent and 

in some instances opposition parties that had the intention and ability to engage in 

electoral fraud targeted precisely the more polarized and diverse regions of the country. 

This was especially evident during the 1983 election, but also during the 1992, 1999 and 

2003 electoral cycles.  

Nigeria should consider proportional representation as an alternative to the first-

past-the-post electoral formula by creating multi-member districts and allowing the 

more diverse regions to achieve a greater match between the ethnic composition of the 

electorate and the share of the seats each party gets. Moving away from this winner-
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take-all mentality could reduce politicians’ incentives to cheat. In addition, their lower 

propensity to turn ethnic divisions into political cleavages might also reduce the ethno-

cultural polarization of the country and create a more cohesive nation.  
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5. Ghana: Polarization versus Diversity 
 

The forces that unite us are intrinsic and greater than 
the superimposed influences that keep us apart.  

Kwame Nkrumah,  President of Ghana (1960-1966) 

5. 1 Introduction  

Ghana is a country that has a lot in common with Nigeria. Just like its West 

African counterpart, it was part of the British Empire from 1901 to 1957. Its population 

consists of more than 100 different ethnic groups, according to the 2000 Ghana Census. 

The largest ethnic group in the country is the Akan (45.3 percent, which includes more 

than ten subgroups), followed by the Mole-Dagbani (15.2 percent), Ewe (11.7 percent), 

Ga-Dangme (7.7 percent), and others (CIA 2011).  

 

Figure 14: Map of Ghana1

                                                      

1 All maps in this chapter are obtained from Wikimedia.org and used and modified under the Creative 
Commons License. See 

 

http://creativecommons.org/ for more information on terms and conditions.  
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The administrative divisions of the country have been stable since independence. 

The main ethnicities are generally dispersed, as revealed by the examination of the 2000 

Ghana Census. The Akan’s population is most numerous in Ashanti, which accounts for 

about 28.7 percent of the group’s total population, but is also seen in the Western (16.2), 

Central (14.1) Greater Accra (12.4) and Brong (12.4) regions. The Mole-Dagbani’s 

population is similarly split among the Northern (31.5 percent), Upper East (14.7) and 

Brong (9.8) regions. The Ewe come closest to dominating a single region by 

concentrating 47.2 percent of the groups’ population in Volta, but are also present in the 

Greater Accra region (21.7).  

As elaborated by theory, ethno-cultural politics can be irrelevant, mediated or 

accommodated. They are irrelevant when ethnic tensions are absent, either because the 

population is homogeneous or because the many diverse groups get along. They can be 

mediated when ethnic tensions are gradually suppressed until they are no longer 

politically relevant. Finally, they can be accommodated when lasting tensions are 

reconciled, including through institutional means. One way to achieve this is by 

implementing the proportional representation electoral formula. When such an 

institution is not applied, ethno-cultural differences lead to elections of inferior quality. 

Nigeria was used to illustrate the dangers of not institutionally accommodating ethno-

culturally polarized societies.  

Ghana, on the other hand, illustrates how such divisions can be mediated, to the 

point where the majoritarian electoral formula will yield good elections. Broad 
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indicators support the thesis that the many sizeable ethno-cultural groups in Ghana are 

not polarized. According to the Alesina measure of simple diversity that is a 

combination of ethnic, religious and linguistic heterogeneity, Ghana scores almost two 

standard deviations above the sample average (2.145, as opposed to 1.235 with a SD of 

0.61). Yet, a more nuanced account such as the Minorities at Risk Dataset (MAR), for 

instance, supports the view that this significant diversity does not translate into 

polarization.  

MAR evaluates the Ashanti, Ewe and the Mossi-Dagomba (Minorities at Risk 

Project 2009). It concludes that the Ashanti have not been subject to economic, political 

or cultural repression and, in spite of their territorial cohesion and concentration, are 

very unlikely candidates for large-scale protest. The Ewe are a similarly “low risk”, 

according to MAR, which continues by stating that the Ewe do not always back the same 

political party and divide their support among the mainstream ones, which further 

reduces the opportunities for organized unrest. Similarly to the Ashanti, they are not 

deemed to be politically or economically discriminated. Finally, the Mossi-Dagomba, in 

spite of being regionally concentrated as well, have no history of repression and are 

deemed to be very unlikely to protest the political situation in the country. 

The favorable evaluations of the major groups in Ghana present a very sharp 

contrast to the ones in Nigeria, where MAR assesses the state of the Igbo, Ijaw, Ogoni 

and Yoruba. Among them, only the Yoruba are seen as unlikely to engage in future 

protest, even though the organization warns that they do have past history of engaging 
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in politically motivated unrest. The remaining three groups are deemed to present a 

significant risk to the stability of the country. 

5.2 Ghana and the Theory of Contingent Effect of the Electoral 
Formula 

In principle, Ghana appears to be a major outlier for the theory introduced in 

Chapter 2. In spite of the combination of many ethno-cultural groups and majoritarian 

electoral formula, the county has had remarkably good elections since 1992, considering 

its geographic location and troubled past. Of the five legislative elections included in the 

statistical analysis, only the ones in 1992 received an ambivalent evaluation by the US 

State Department. The ones in 1979 and 1992 were free and fair with no problems. The 

polls of 2000 and 2004 had minor and moderate problems, respectively, but also received 

the endorsement of the monitors. In comparison, Nigeria’s elections since 1983 were 

consistently qualified as “not free and fair” with major problems.  

The remainder of this chapter explains this puzzling finding by highlighting one 

of the main features of the theory of the contingent effect of the electoral formula on 

election quality. It has to do with differentiating between diversity and polarization. As 

elaborated in both the theoretical chapter and demonstrated in the statistical analysis, 

the presence of many ethno-cultural groups will not always necessitate the 

implementation of proportional representation.  Rather, this institutional arrangement 

will be beneficial only when such divisions are politically relevant and polarized.  
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In the case of Ghana, ethnicity was somewhat polarized shortly after 

decolonization, but rulers pursued systematic and largely successful policies that 

diminished its importance. Some attribute this tendency to the belief of Ghana’s first 

political leader after independence, Kwame Nkrumah (Smock and Smock 1975) . He was 

clearly aware of the danger posed by politicizing ethno-cultural divides and emphasized 

their decline as one of the main mechanisms for consolidating democracy in the country. 

This strategy was very much different from what occurred in Nigeria, where ethno-

cultural differences became the main source of differentiation between aspiring political 

actors and their salience persisted throughout the country’s modern history. Unlike 

Nigeria, therefore, Ghana’s electorate was able to focus less on ethnic cleavages and 

more on socio-economic concerns – a distinction that is at the core of most of the ethnic 

politics literature (Chandra 2011).  

5.3 Summary of Findings 

Throughout history, the territories of what is now known as Ghana were not 

devoid of inter-ethnic conflict. In pre-colonial times, tensions existed between the Brong-

Akans and Asante-Akans; between the Kokomba and Nanumba ethnicities of the North; 

between the cocoa farmers of the East and the Ashanti settlers in the West (Gyimah-

Boadi 2003). Later, conflicts flared up between the Ga, Ewe and Akan during the 

military regime of 1966-1969 (Dowse 1975). Another Ewe uprising was evident in the 

1970s as well.  
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Starting in 1981 and culminating in 1994 the Upper Volta Region solidified its 

status as an especially conflict-prone area of Ghana. The region around the Oti river, 

close to the border with Togo, became the site of what some see as the most prolonged 

and bloody conflict since independence (Bogner 2000). What started as inter-ethnic 

tension in Nanumba District and turned into a full-fledged civil war that evenetually 

also subsumed Gonja and East Gonja District. It involved members of the Nanumba, 

Dagomba and Gonja ethnic groups that fought against the Kokomba and parts of the 

Nawuri, Basuri and Nchumuru.  

More recently, tribal violence has been frequent In Bakwu in the North-East 

(Lund 2003). A conflict between Kusasis and Mamprusis in this region has been ongoing 

for the better part of the last five decades and, according to the author, is an illustration 

of linkage between party affiliation and ethnicity. However, Lund acknowledges that 

this might be an exception to the norm of a lack of a well-established link between 

ethnicity, regionalism and partisanship in the country (Ibid, 589).  

It is indeed the case that Ghana has had inter-ethnic conflict, especially in the 

North and in Volta regions. The purpose of this chapter is not to claim that there have 

been no tensions, but that they have occurred in a broader framework of  “promotion of 

national unity” (Gyimah-Boadi 2003). In this sense, the state of inter-ethnic relations in 

Ghana should not be taken at absolute value, but put in perspective. This is why this 

portion of the dissertation is to be read alongside the one on Nigeria. The argument 

presented by the two chapters is not that Ghana has had no history of ethnic tensions, 
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but rather that is was lower in comparison to countries like Nigeria. Consequently, the 

institutional framework that included majoritarinism, as opposed to proportional 

representation, yielded better (albeit not perfect!) elections in Ghana than in Nigeria, due 

to the relatively lower ethno-cultural polarization.  

Some existing scholarship on Ghana has indeed presented arguments that are 

not consistent with the “national unity” framework, characteristic of Giymah-Boadi’s 

work. What is important to recognize, however, is that those opposing accounts are 

consistent with the theory of the contingent effects of the electoral formula. In fact, 

scholars that have adopted the view that ethno-cultural polarization is high have often 

attributed it to the “absence of adequate democratic institutions” (Akwetey 1996; Lund 

2003) or even pre-colonial historical legacies that have solidified a system of clientelism 

and cut-throat competition in a winner-take-all environment (Berry 2001).  

The work of Kevin Fridy argues explicitly in favor of ethnicity as the dominant 

cognitive shortcut that voters employ when choosing the political party they voted for 

(Fridy 2007). In his detailed study of the social foundations of partisanship in Ghana, 

Fridy conducts surveys at the local level in three Ghanaian constituencies and analyses 

district-level data, thereby providing evidence that ethnicity and language group do 

indeed shape voting behavior.  

In 2004 in the district Odododiodio (Greater Accra region), Fridy finds that 62 

percent of the residents of the Kinka electoral area supported the NDC, whereas 52 

percent of the Korle Wonkon supported the NPP with another area (Ngleshie) being 
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evenly split between the two parties (Ibid, 178). His politically relevant characteristic for 

this district (Ga or non-Ga speakers), seems to affect the way people vote decisively in 

Kinka (where 70.8 percent of Ga-speakers support the NDC), but not so much in 

Ngleshie (39.3 percent for NDC vs. 35.7 percent in NPP) or Korle Wonkon (48.6 percent 

for NDC versus 40 percent for NPP). The second district explored by Fridy – Nabdam 

(Upper East Region) offers more persuasive evidence. The author divides the district by 

chieftaincy area into eleven parts, of which overwhelming support for the NDC of 50 

percent or above is observed in nine areas. In the district of Bantama (Ashanti region), 

Fridy finds support in favor of voting along ethno-cultural lines, due to the 

overwhelming support of the Ashanti for the NPP (Ibid, 180). This is in agreement with 

the claims adopted in this chapter that Ashanti and Volta are the two regions, where 

ethnicity is indeed the dominant determinant of voting patterns.  

The qualitative evidence is inconclusive, in my opinion. The quantitative 

analysis, on the other hand, presents an oversimplified picture of ethnicity and lack of 

controls for socio-economic evaluations that might have driven the way people have 

voted too2

                                                      

2 See Table 4-1, pg. 100 in Fridy (2006).  

. There is also a lack of agreements between this research effort and work by 

other experts on Ghana who have claimed, on the basis of a different survey research 

that “only about one in ten voters is decisively influenced by either clientelism or ethnic 

and family ties in choosing political representatives” (Lindberg and Morrison 2008). 
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This chapter acknowledges the tensions and disagreements among Ghanaian 

experts and addresses them by putting Ghana in comparative perspective. Two 

elements that are related to the electoral formula and the context it operates in 

distinguish Ghana from Nigeria. First, monopolization of the political realm by one 

minority group was impossible due to dispersion and lack of cohesion. By comparison, 

in Nigeria, the Hausa-Fulani took over governance quickly and durably, greatly aided 

by their significant concentration in the largest Northern region and their high share of 

the overall population that worked particularly well in combination with 

majoritarianism. In Ghana, the largest ethnic group, the Akan, which constitutes about 

49 percent of the population, consists of many smaller subdivisions that are not 

particularly cohesive and geographically dispersed across the Ashanti, Accra, Brong-

Afaho, Central and Eastern regions. While the Ashanti were involved in the main ethno-

cultural standoff in Ghana with the Ewe, they were unable to mobilize the rest of the 

Akan (Asante and Gyimah-Boadi 2004). Second, since independence and throughout the 

last five decades, Ghana has benefitted from having political leaders that valued 

national unity and democracy greatly. Those were typically Western-educated people 

who understood the dangers of ethnic conflict and worked hard to prevent it, regardless 

of their ideological differences.  

Politically, the country is perhaps best viewed as having two lasting, non-ethnic 

factions – populist (later socialist) and liberalist (also conservative or libertarian) – that 

persisted throughout the tumultuous democratization and military fallback cycles of the 
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four Ghanaian republics (Morrison 2004). While the names of the parties and their 

leaders changed, the two poles alternated in their dominance of the political system and 

encompassed subsets of the population that cut across ethno-cultural divides (Ibid, 433). 

The parties that vied for office were typically well-structured, recruiting their leaders 

from the nation’s elite that was often Western-educated. The role of the local chiefs was 

lower in Ghana than in other African countries. This was again in part due to the fact 

that the ethnic groups in Ghana were more widely dispersed across the entire country 

(Asante and Gyimah-Boadi 2004).  

Ghana pursued a three-fold approach to ethno-cultural polarization that allowed 

it to avoid the unfortunate fate of other similar countries like Nigeria, Malawi, or Kenya. 

First, it pursued a strategy of equitable distribution of economic resources through a 

variety of programs aimed at promoting equality, such as rural development, 

decentralization and affirmative action (Ibid, 3). Second, it swiftly moved away from a 

federalist setup upon independence. Third, it discouraged the formation of ethnic 

parties. Consequently, upon its most recent democratization attempt of the country in 

1992, Ghana had achieved low ethno-cultural polarization – a result of roughly forty 

years of nation-building. This enabled it to conduct high-quality elections with a 

majoritarian electoral formula.  

The taming of ethno-cultural differences and preventing them from becoming 

long-lasting political cleavages was far from a straightforward process. Over time, one 

ethnic tension nonetheless became significantly polarized. It was between the Ashanti 



 

 

196 

and Ewe. It became evident for the first time during the Second Republic and further 

solidified under the military government of General Acheampong in the 1970s. Citizens 

in the two regions have continued to vote along ethnic lines until the present.  

 Yet, it is important to put this conflict in perspective. It affected the majority of 

two of Ghana’s ten electoral regions and involved two groups that accounted for about 

thirty percent of the country’s population nationwide. The remaining regions and the 

groups that constituted them did not exhibit polarization tendencies, nor was Ghana 

torn by demand for constant redivision of regional boundaries – a problem that 

persisted in Nigeria. In addition, due to the fact that the Ashanti and Ewe were not 

mixed within the same region, but rather concentrated in Ashanti and Volta 

respectively, the exclusionary tendencies under majoritarianism did not play out in a 

way that was all too familiar in Nigeria.  

Table 27: Ghana Elections Winners and the Two Rival Ethnicities 

Election Year 
Populist/Socialist 

Pole  

Liberalist / 
Conservative 

Pole  
Winner 

Polarized 
group winner 

     
1956 CPP NLM CPP Ewe 
1969 NAL PP PP Ashanti 
1979 PNP PRP PNP Ewe 
1992 NDC NCP NDC Ewe 
1996 NDC NCP NDC Ewe 
2000 NDC NPP NPP Ashanti 
2004 NDC NPP NPP Ashanti 
2008 NDC NPP NDC Ewe 

Finally, as revealed by the table above, The Ashanti and Ewe voted for political 

parties that alternated in office with some regularity, even though the periods of 
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democratic politics were punctuated by several military coups. This was because the 

winner had to rely on broad cross-regional support to be elected and, due to the 

underperformance of each Ghanaian government, the incumbent party almost always 

got voted out of office, regardless of the ideological stripe it belonged to.  

Last but not least, the continuous alternation in power between the two blocs 

provides evidence that Ghana had at least a marginally competitive political system. 

Even when democratic rule was interrupted for over ten years twice, the collective 

memory of the Ghanaian people seemed to work flawlessly, replacing the last 

democratic incumbent with the party that represented the alternative pole. The fact that 

most regions shifted between the poles based on incumbent performance suggests that 

ethno-cultural differences were not the primary cleavage in the country throughout its 

post-independence political history. 

The most recent electoral cycle in Ghana (2008) provides some opportunities for 

future research too, due to the increase of ethnic rhetoric and unrest in the Northern 

region. Unlike Ashanti and Volta, the North is not homogeneous. Therefore, voting 

along ethnic lines and turning ethno-cultural differences into lasting cleavages under 

majortiarianism is potentially dangerous. The expectation is that rival ethnic groups that 

live in the region will be also split into political winners and losers and incentives for 

electoral manipulation will go up as well. It is unclear whether this tendency of 

activating ethnicity will turn into a dominant strategy for the two main political parties 
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in Ghana. But if it does, the Northern region will provide an unfortunate but good test of 

theory in the runup to the 2012 elections.  

5.4 Ghana before Multi-Party Politics: British Colonialism (1901-
1949) 

Similarly to Nigeria, Ghana started out as a colonial construct. In the nineteenth 

century, the area that later became unified as one country consisted of two hundred 

tribal states across which some thirty-four distinct and unrelated languages were spoken 

(Gil, Aryee et al. 1964). When drawing boundaries, the British were far more concerned 

with demarcating their territories from the French and German ones than with achieving 

ethnic homogeneity and not crossing cultural boundaries (Smock and Smock 1975).  

The inhabitants of modern-day Ghana responded to colonization with varying 

degrees of amicability. The British approached the South first, gaining control of some 

territories in 1874 (Ibid, 62). The locals were friendly towards the colonizers, as they had 

already established significant trading relations with them. The Ashanti people, the 

main ethnic group of the Akan, were far less receptive. Having been used to being 

among the most dominant groups in the region, they saw the colonizers as impostors. 

The last part of what later became Ghana, Togoland, which encompassed the modern-

day Volta region, was not fully under British control as late as 1922.  

Similarly to their strategy in Nigeria, the British governed the colonized 

territories through a system of decentralized rule, which was somewhat reliant on the 

authority of the chiefs of each separate territory (Apter 1963). Unlike Nigeria, where the 
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North needed to be continuously supported economically from the rest of the country, 

transfers from the center to the regions and other sources of inter-ethnic tensions were 

largely uncommon in Ghana (Smock and Smock 1975).   

It is against this backdrop of low ethnic tensions than the movement for 

independence of Ghana started in the late 1940s with the emergence of the United Gold 

Coast Convention (UGCC).  UGCC, which started as a civic movement under 

colonialism, subsequently gave rise to the most dominant party in the early history of 

Ghana – the Convention People’s Party (CPP). According to some, the CPP made a 

much more conscious and effective effort to establish a unified national identity in 

Ghana than Nigeria’s Northern People’s Congress, the National Council of Nigeria and 

the Action Group (Goldberg 1986).  

UGCC’s ascendance to prominence cannot be attributed to a particular region or 

ethnicity. Rather, it was a cross-class coalition that symbolized the broad discontent that 

was forming among inhabitants of the Gold Coast on the basis economic and political 

factors (Austin 1961). Economically, working-class citizens across the colony were 

dissatisfied with rising prices, unemployment and the declining price of cocoa, Ghana’s 

main export (Ibid, 273).  

Political discontent was evident among an upper class stratum that consisted of 

Western-educated lawyers, merchants and teachers. The Gold Coast intelligentsia had a 

long-lasting discomfort with the tribal chiefs that dated from before the British arrived. 

After colonization, this dislike subsided due to the appearance of an outside threat. 
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However, it quickly re-emerged following the comfortable relationship that the British 

developed with the local chiefs with the implementation of indirect rule in 1911 (Ibid, 

274). In many instances, friction took on an economic dimension as well, as the wealthy 

local entrepreneurs and traders had to fight with licensing restrictions that favored 

British competitors, often with the explicit approval of the Provincial Council of Chiefs. 

By the late 1930s, cross-class coalition between the intelligentsia, cocoa farmers 

and poor, often young and uneducated citizens of the region had crystallized. It was 

empowered by a vibrant and unrestricted civil society that featured debating clubs and 

literary circles. Conferences that fostered this bond were held in 1930, 1938, 1939, 1940 

and 1941 by the UGCC. Those early organizational efforts culminated in explicit 

demands for revision of the Joint Provincial Council of Chiefs – the de facto constitution 

that regulated the governance mechanisms of the land.  

By 1946, the network of associations between uneducated youths, farmers and 

disillusioned elites had spread to most of the Gold Coast colony, including the northern 

parts that tended to be much quieter in the 1930s. The United Gold Coast Convention 

was subsequently launched on August 4, 1947 which called for gradual transition to 

complete self-governance (Ibid, 280). On December 28, Kwame Nkrumah was appointed 

the full-time General Secretary of UGCC, upon his return from twelve years abroad. 

While the groundwork for UGCC was laid down by Joseph B. Danquah, it is 

Nkrumah that gave real impetus to the independence movement of the Gold Coast. 

From the very beginning, he stated West African unity as the main goal of his political 
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agenda – a lofty aim that was quite different from the more pragmatic aims for 

improvement of the economic conditions that Danquah wanted to fight for. It was 

indeed economic pragmatism that led to massive protests that spread throughout the 

country following the boycotts of imported goods in the beginning of 1948 and the 

massive protests that followed (Lavan 1955). Yet, the more Nkrumah’s vision for a 

unified country had its role in setting the stage for a pluralistic society too.  

Incidentally, the different visions that Danquah and Nkrumah had that turned 

them into political adversaries. Following their arrest in lieu of the disturbances of 1948, 

the two UGCC leaders were unable to reconcile their differences. Upon their release, 

Danquah accepted an invitation to participate in the drafting of a new constitution – a 

decision that Nkrumah saw as too moderate and reconciliatory (Austin 1961). By 

organizing the radical Committee on Youth Organization (CYO), Nkrumah set the stage 

for separation from UGCC and planted the seed of his own Convention People’s Party 

(CPP), which was officially announced on June 12, 1948. Nkrumah’s party, which 

advocated a swift break from the coalition between the chiefs and British authorities, 

maintained a broad coalition that cut across ethnicities and economic classes. It 

advocated the establishment of encompassing “grass-roots nationalism” that was not 

restricted to a “tribal or regional area” (Ibid, 295). 

5.5 Transition to Independence (1949-1957) 

Following the events of 1948, the British put together the Coussey Committee on 

Constitutional Reform in the Gold Coast, which officially reported its recommendations 
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for modifications in the political system of the colony in October, 1949 (House of 

Commons 1950). It introduced a popularly elected legislature. It also included an 

Executive Council that had actual responsibilities beyond the orders of the British. It 

consisted of the British Governor and eight African Ministers appointed by him with the 

approval of the legislature. The Coussey Committee also sought to strengthen local 

governance with the implementation of the Southern Togoland Council. 

The changes suggested by the British were not met with acceptance by the CPP, 

which staged another general boycott and proceeded to disrupt law and order 

throughout the colony, which once again resulted in Kwame Nkrumah’s temporary 

imprisonment (Ibid, 24). The recommendations and modification of the Coussey 

Committee were formally codified with the adoption of the 1951 constitution, which also 

set up the scene for the first multi-party and semi-independent legislative assembly. It 

consisted of 38 popularly elected representatives and 46 ones appointed by traditional 

councils.  

The CPP swept the 1951 polls, attracting 72 percent of the vote and 56 of the 84 

seats, crushing the UGCC. This was such a big blow to the UCGG that it fell apart, 

following the defeat (Janda 1980). Nkrumah was subsequently released from prison and 

allowed to assume his post in the legislature after winning the Accra Central seat. In 

1954, following a constitutional amendment that allowed it, Nkrumah was appointed as 

the Gold Coast’s first Prime Minister.  
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Shortly after its 1951 victory, the CPP faced its first serious political rival, the 

National Liberation Movement (NLM), which contested the 1954 elections. The NLM 

stood against essentially every single main principle the CPP was advocating. First, it 

drew its electoral support from a single ethnic group, the powerful Ashanti of the South-

West (Smock and Smock 1975). Unlike the CPP, the NLM was an ethnic party that was 

far less concerned with the socio-economic cross-cutting concerns that gave rise to the 

nationalist movement and brought the CPP to the forefront of the political scene.  

In addition, the NLM was a strong proponent of turning the Gold Coast into a 

federation, hoping that such an arrangement will allow the Ashanti to keep most of their 

wealth for themselves. NLM’s leader, K.A. Busia used strategies straight out of the 

playbook of Nigerian political leaders from the same period by seeking to activate 

ethnicity as the main political cleavage in the colony. He stated that “any constitution 

which fails to recognize the identity of the Ashanti nation will arouse violent feelings 

against it. The demand for a federal union arises from this consideration” (Effah-

Apenteng 1970).  

Other political entrepreneurs followed suit. The Northern People’s Party (NPP), 

concerned about the fact that most of the political and economic elite was concentrated 

in the South, sought to capitalize on its solid regional base and pushed for constitutional 

guarantees for higher subsidies from the center (Smock and Smock 1975). Both the NPP 

and the NLM were marginal players in the legislature following the 1954 polls, however. 

The NPP held 12 of the 104 seats and NLM did not field any candidates. The CPP 
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maintained its dominance by winning 71 seats in total. But ethnic politics continued to 

precipitously turn into a dominant strategy for political actors willing to challenge CPP’s 

firm grip on power. The Ewe from the Togoland territory of the colony sought to 

separate from the Gold Coast. The Togoland Congress, the political party representing 

those interests, won three seats in the 1954 election.  

This first main challenge to the CPP and broad nationalism made Nkrumah 

realize that discouraging ethnically and regionally based parties from forming should be 

among his priorities. He openly refused to recognize the NPP as an official party, stating 

that this ethnic-regional movement was counter to the spirit of nation-building that the 

CPP saw as the main mechanism of a modern state(Nkrumah 1959). However, tensions 

between the pluralist CPP and its three main political parties were evident and 

encouraged the British authorities to schedule a new election in 1956. In it, the CPP lost 

only one seat, gaining 71 out of 104 by drawing support across ethno-cultural divisions, 

as usual. However, it faced a much more consolidated and ethno-regionally 

homogeneous opposition. The NLM, representing the Ashanti, won 12 seats. The NPP, 

representing the North, won 15 seats. The Togoland Congress, representing the Ewe in 

the present-day Volta region, won 2 seats (Nohlen and Krennerich 1999).  

Ghana became independent on March 6, 1957. It reached this milestone under 

the political leadership of the CPP, and Kwame Nkrumah, who advocated the building 

of the new country with no deference to ethnicity or region. While obviously appealing 

across the country, this message was threatened by the appearance of the Ewe 
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secessionist movement in the Volta region and the general dissatisfaction of the Ashanti. 

Having had a leader with a tremendous vision of unity in Nkrumah and a ruling party 

built on this message of inter-ethnic equality and integration, it remained to be seen 

whether the Ghanaian state could work through those challenges. 

It is perhaps worthwhile to pause for a moment and compare Ghana to Nigeria 

at the critical juncture of independence from the British. The former did indeed have 

some ethnic tensions present. Those were localized and small in nature, whereas the 

winning party was able to win almost three-quarters of the seats by cutting across ethno-

cultural, economic and class divisions. Nigeria, on the other hand, was engulfed by 

ethnic tensions, whereby the winner of elections was able to capitalize on the numeric 

advantages they held over their rival ethno-cultural groups. The Hausa-Fulani in 

Nigeria were much stronger in numbers and faced similarly regionally-consolidated and 

politically rival groups in the face of the Igbo and Yoruba. In Ghana, the sources of 

ethnic tensions came from the Ashanti and the Ewe. The first were merely a subgroup of 

the more diffuse Akan people. The second constituted around ten percent of the 

population and fought for reunification of the Togoland. But the two ethnic groups 

lacked the organization, mutual distrust and the numbers that the major ethnic groups 

in Nigeria had. Therefore, while ethnic politics was the name of the game in Nigeria, it 

was merely a strategy played by two minorities in Ghana. 
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5.6 The First Ghana Republic and the Rule of Kwame Nkrumah 
(1957-1966) 

Kwame Nkrumah’s approach to nation-building was based on three main pillars: 

anti-imperialism, pan-Africanism, and socialism (Smertin 1987). His belief in anti-

imperialism was motivated by Ghana’s own colonial experience with Britain and 

Nkrumah’s dislike of foreign aid. He viewed a country’s integration in the common 

capitalist market as dangerous. In addition, he rejected foreign investment and saw it as 

a tool for infrastructure improvement that allowed foreign countries to further exploit  

the raw materials of under-developed countries (Nkrumah 1965).  

Pan-Africanism signified Nkrumah’s foreign policy objectives, which are, to this 

day, viewed in a positive way. Nkrumah was the key figure behind the formation of the 

Organization of African States, which had the long-term objective of turning Africa into 

a federation. One of the main prerequisites for forming this Pan-African identity was 

overcoming tribalism and developing an over-arching identity across the entire 

continent (Smertin 1987).  

It’s the last pillar of Nkrumah’s ideology that was the most controversial. 

Nkrumah was a socialist, influenced significantly by Leninist thought. Politically, this 

ideological predisposition took the form of discrimination of opposition parties. It 

started as an innocuous and admirable act of promoting cohesion by suppressing ethnic 

and pro-federalist parties in the late 1950s (Gyumah-Boadi 1998). In 1959, two years after 

independence, Nkrumah took another shot at federalism by disbanding the Regional 

Assemblies, which further alienated the ethnic parties of the country.  
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Nkrumah’s economic policies further reflected his do-it-alone attitude and 

significantly undermined his rule. He invested heavily on the manufacturing and 

agriculture sector (Rothchild and Gyimah-Boadi 1981). The result was far from 

satisfactory, as Ghanaian inefficiency led to widespread scarcities of consumer goods 

and very high inflation.  

By the end of his rule, Nkrumah had turned Ghana into a one-party state. He 

rule was overturned by members of his own military in 1966, which also signified the 

end of the First Ghanaian Republic. In spite of the presence many controversial aspects 

of Nkrumah’s rule, he must be credited for overseeing the transition to an independent 

nation and his approach to fostering a Ghanaian identity.   

5.7 The Second Republic under Kofi Busia (1969-1972) 

After three years of military rule and following the adoption of a new 

constitution, Ghana embarked on its second democratization attempt, which featured a 

new set of political parties. The most notable of them was the Progress Party (PP) under 

the leadership of Kofi Abrefa Busia, who was Oxford-educated and taught in the 

Netherlands and Britain prior to his involvement in the politics of Ghana in 1966. 

Following Morrison’s typology of Ghanaian politics, the PP and Busia stood firmly 

against the Nkrumah populism and were in favor of a liberalized and more 

decentralized economic system (Busia 1967).  
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Table 28: Vote Share and Seat breakdown by party, 1969 Legislative Elections3

Region/Part
y 

 

PP 
(Conserv.

) 

NAL 
(Socialist) UNP PAP APRP TOTAL 

 

Share, in 
% 

Seats 

Share, in 
% 

(Seats) 

Share, in 
% 

(Seats) 

Share, in 
% 

(Seats) 

Share, in 
% 

(Seats)  

Ashanti 
77.8 
22 

17.3 
0 

1.8 
0 

1.0 
0 

0.2 
0 

22 

Brong Ahafo 
84.7 
13 

14.4 
0 

0.9 
0 

0 
0 

0 
0 13 

Central 
71.0 
15 

18.5 
0 

2.6 
0 

2.0 
0 

5.8 
0 

15 

Eastern 
62.3 
18 

32.4 
4 

1.9 
0 

0.7 
0 

0.6 
0 22 

Greater 
Accra 

34.8 
3 

35.1 
3 

22.0 
2 

3.3 
0 

0 
0 

9 

Northern 
47.8 

9 
42.4 

5 
2.4 
0 

2.5 
0 

2.6 
0 14 

Upper4 13  3 0 0 0 16 

Volta 
18.1 

2 
77.1 
14 

3.2 
0 

1.0 
0 

0.1 
0 

16 

Western 
52.7 
10 

16.0 
0 

1.0 
0 

20.7 
2 

7.3 
1 

13 

Total Seats 105 29 2 2 1 140 
 

Yet, while ideologically opposed to Nkrumah and his approach to politics, PP 

worked in an environment of relatively low ethno-cultural polarization, an artifact of 

Nkrumah’s policies. The table above shows the breakdown of support across the nine 

electoral districts. PP managed to get the votes of regions like Ashanti, where a single 

                                                      

3 Source: African Elections Database (http://africanelections.tripod.com) and Fridy (2007). 
 
4 Vote share for the Upper region divided into Upper East (where NAL won 41.5% and PP 37.9%) and 
Upper West (where PP won 78.7% and NAL won 20.2%).  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Progress_Party_(Ghana)�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Alliance_of_Liberals�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nationalist_Party�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/People%27s_Action_Party�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/All_People%27s_Republican_Party�
http://africanelections.tripod.com/�
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ethnicity was dominant, but also of diverse ones, such as Brong Ahafo. Therefore, while 

the new incumbent of Ghana in 1969 was from the other end of the ideological 

spectrum, it managed to attract the support of a wide support base, similarly to the CPP 

under Nkrumah.  

The Ashanti region voted overwhelmingly in favor of the PP – something that 

was hardly surprising considering that the PP was the direct descendant of the National 

Liberation Movement(Craig 1969). The other area of Ghana that had shown signs of 

being ethno-politically active, Volta, seems to have voted along ethnic lines too. The 

opposition National Alliance of Liberals (NAL) attracted the majority of the seats there. 

Yet, NAL was not an ethnic party and won seats in five out of the nine Ghanaian 

regions. Rather, it was the remnant of CPP that reorganized after the fall of Nkrumah. 

The leader of NAL, former Nkrumah Minister of Finance Komla Gbedemah, was from 

the Volta region and belonged to the Ewe ethnic group. 

In spite of limited sources on the 1969 election, it is relatively certain that it was 

free and fair. Opposition leader Komla Gbedemah released a statement immediately 

following the election, in which he said he did not question PP’s victory, even though he 

had some doubts about whether the margin of victory was in reality that high (Craig 

1969). Yet, the specific evidence he offered to this effect was limited, such as ballot 

papers with the PP symbol bearing the party’s predecessor NAL colors. He also cited an 

incident that included a PP van carrying ballot boxes in one particular constituency 
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(Ibid, 433). It is safe to conclude, however, that the 1969 Ghanaian elections were devoid 

of systematic and large-scale fraud.  

However, that not all was good in terms of inter-ethnic relations within Ghana 

with the advent of the Second Republic. The sharp separation of voter support between 

the Ewe of the Volta region and the Ashanti signified the appearance of a deeper rift 

along ethnic lines between the two ethnic groups (Hutchful 1979). This was particularly 

evident after the elections, when no Ewes were awarded high ministerial positions, 568 

public servants of the same ethnicity were dismissed and a lot of senior officers 

belonging to the group were removed or demoted (Asante and Gyimah-Boadi 2004).  

Kofi Busia’s stint as Ghana’s Prime Minister was short-lived. His government 

was overthrown by the second political coup in the country’s history on January 13, 

1972. In spite of trying to change politics after the shift towards one-party rule under 

Nkrumah, he was perceived by the Ghanaian population as too elitist and was 

unsuccessful in improving the economic condition of the country (Chazan 1989). After 

merely three years, the Second Ghanaian Republic came to an end. 

5.8 The Military Regimes of Acheampong and Akuffo (1972-1979) 

The deterioration of economic conditions in Ghana reached new lows under the 

military regime of General Ignatius Kutu Acheampong. There were significant declines 

in traditional Ghanaian exports such as cocoa, timber and gold, which led to an 

economic crisis, shortage of basic goods and hyperinflation (Rothchild 1980). However, 

including the military regime of Acheampong in this chapter is justified for a different 
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reason: he seemed to have been acutely aware of the threat posed by the country’s 

dormant ethno-cultural cleavages and also took steps to prevent their further 

politicization after the prior incidents of Ashanti-Ewe friction. 

Acheampong built on a strategy first considered by the National Liberation 

Council (NLC) after it deposed Kwame Nkrumah in 1966. NLC’s plan was to discourage 

political conflict by doing away with political parties altogether. While the NLC ended 

up deciding against this plan of action with the advent of the Second Ghanaian 

Republic, Acheampong nonetheless found this idea appealing (Ibid, 463). Consequently, 

he introduced the National Redemption Council (NRC) and the Supreme Military 

Council that were in session from 1972-1975 and 1975-1978, respectively (Asante and 

Gyimah-Boadi 2004). Those governance bodies were representative of the “Unigov” 

concept, which was derived from the military ruler’s stated goal of having no-party 

Union Government for the entire country. The system provided for a stronger 

Presidency and a Presidential Electoral college that was supposed to nominate eligible 

members of parliament.  

Unsurprisingly, Acheampong’s plan backfired. Most notably, it reignited Ewe 

unrest in 1974 (Duodu 1974). Following a palace coup in August 1979, Acheampong’s 

Chief of Staff, General Frederick Akuffo, took over. Starting in 1976, student-organized 

protests gradually turned into unruly demonstrations that pushed for a democratic 

multi-party system. This happened after the violent overturn of the military government 
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by Jerry John Rawlings, which also marks the beginning of the Ghanaian Third 

Republic. 

5.9 The Ghanaian Third Republic (1979-1981) 

The transition to democratic rule after the fall of Akuffo was swift, thanks to 

Rawlings and his Armed Forces Revolutionary Council (AFRC). He followed a two-

prong strategy of “housekeeping” and quick political military disengagement. In 

practice, this meant that he put former officials to trial and pushed forward with the 

organization of multi-party elections, in spite of the state of disarray Ghana was in, both 

politically and economically (Rothchild and Gyimah-Boadi 1981).  

Two main parties contested the 1979 elections. The overall winner was the 

People’s National Party (PNP), which defeated the Popular Front Party (PFP). PNP was 

a socialist party that followed Nkrumah’s ideology. It won seats in all nine regions of 

Ghana, having an especially strong performance in Volta but winning only two out of 22 

seats in the rival Ashanti region. PNP’s leader was Dr. Hilla Limann – another highly 

educated individual, who studied at the London School of Economics, the Sorbonne, 

and the University of Paris. He was sworn in as President of Ghana in 1981.  
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Table 29: Vote share and seat breakdown by party, 1979 legislative elections5

Party 

 

PFP 
(Conservat

ive) 

PNP 
(Socialist) UNC ACP SDF 

National 
Total 

 

Vote share 
(%) 

Seats 

Vote share 
(%) 

Seats 

Vote share 
(%) 

Seats 

Vote share 
(%) 

Seats 

Vote share 
(%) 

Seats 

Vote share 
(%) 

Seats 

Ashanti 
47.1 
19 

30.4 
2 

17.7 
1 

2.5 
0 

0.9 
0 

22 

Brong 
Ahafo 

50.8 
10 

29.8 
2 

8.8 
0 

1.3 
0 

0.5 
0 12 

Central 
17.8 

0 
30.9 

8 
7.8 
0 

37.6 
7 

1.6 
0 

15 

Eastern 
31.0 

6 
38.5 
11 

24.3 
4 

4.2 
0 

0.8 
0 21 

Greater 
Accra 

21.7 
1 

36.0 
6 

29.2 
3 

10.7 
0 

1.7 
1 

11 

Norther
n 

31.6 
4 

27.8 
7 

8.1 
0 

2.5 
0 

27.3 
3 14 

Upper6 1  15 0 0 0 16 

Volta 
13.3 

5 
41.9 
11 

32.3 
0 

4.8 
0 

5.9 
0 

16 

Western 
19.5 

1 
49.7 

9 
8.9 
0 

18.8 
3 

1.0 
0 

13 

Total 
Seats 

47 71 8 10 4 140 

 

But the true reason for the poor performance of the PFP seems to have been the 

fact that all but one of the remaining non-polarized regions of the country shifted their 

allegiance from the conservative to the socialist pole, probably due to the PP’s 

mismanagement of the economy following the 1969 election. For instance, the Central 

                                                      

5 Source: African Elections Database (http://africanelections.tripod.com) and Fridy (2007) 
6 In the Upper East, PFP won 17.2% and PNP won 54.8%. In the Upper West, PFP won 30.2% and PNP won 
44.8%. 

http://africanelections.tripod.com/�


 

 

214 

region that featured among the most educated and sophisticated voters, voted 

unanimously in favor of the PNP, having fully supported the PP in 1969. Similarly, in 

the Eastern region, the conservative bloc won only 6 out of 21 seats, having won 18 out 

of 22 in 1969. Similar switches were observed in the Greater Accra, Northern, Upper, 

and Western regions, where votes changed their mind and voted for the socialists, in 

spite of having shown substantial support for the conservatives in the past.  

The dramatic decrease in the levels of support for the conservative bloc in 1979 

supports the thesis that only the Ashanti and Volta regions seemed to be voting along 

ethnic lines, while the remaining regions were, to a large extent, swing states. Therefore, 

ethnic voting in Ashanti and Volta was insufficient to assure dominance of the political 

scene and the political actors developed long-lasting ideological identities and did not 

rely on primordial ethnic ascriptions. The continuous economic underperformance of 

Ghana made it difficult for incumbent parties to win twice in a row and free and fair 

elections made sure that this translated into repeated shifts from the socialist to the 

conservative pole, even when the democratic process was interrupted by military rule.  

The claim that voters were not motivated by ethnic considerations is empirically 

substantiated by the research of Richard Jeffries (Jeffries 1979). On the basis of 410 

interviews conducted prior to the election, he finds that none of the respondents referred 

to ethnicity as the primary reason for their electoral choice. While Jeffries cites this as a 

surprising finding, the patterns of switching that was just summarized above based on 

the electoral data offers further support in favor of this thesis.  
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The democratically-elected government was not in office for very long. Limann 

faced perhaps the worst economic downturn in the country’s history. He decided to not 

impose austerity measures and instead raised the producer price of coca to appease the 

farmers and tripled the country’s minimal wage (Hutchful 1979). This populist 

approach, while consistent with the Nkrumahnian origins of the party, deteriorated the 

already bad relationship Ghana had with the International Monetary Fund. Limann’s 

cabinet failed to reach an agreement with the organization in 1981, months before it was 

overthrown in another coup due to its inability to handle Ghana’s mounting economic 

problems.  

5.10 Ghana under Rawlings (1981-1992) 

Jerry John Rawlings overthrew the Limann civilian government on December 31, 

1981, in large part riding a wave of popular discontent with the country’s economy. 

Rawlings and his Provisional National Defense Council (PNDC) pledged to redefine 

democracy along the lines of mass participation in decision-making and social justice 

(Chazan 1989) .  

In practice, the Rawlings regime, at least initially, exacerbated the class conflicts 

that were the driving force in Ghanaian politics ever since the independence movements 

of the 1950s. According to one view, Rawlings maintained significant inequalities 

between the rich and the poor, in spite of his announced goals of running Ghana on the 

principle of mass participatory democracy (Asante and Gyimah-Boadi 2004).  Rawling’s 

approach to politics also worsened inter-ethnic relations within Ghana. Over time, the 
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North was substantially under-represented with the exit of two important cabinet 

members, which left the region with one council member, while the Akans had five and 

the Ewes - three.  

As a consequence of this imbalance within the Council, the North received 

considerably less attention than the rest of the country, in spite of a robust and large-

scale initiative for economic recovery that the government undertook in 1983 with the 

help of the IMF. The spoils of those structural adjustment programs reached the Ashanti, 

Brong-Ahafo, Western and Accra regions, but left the Northern, Upper West and Upper 

East largely underfunded (Ibid, 39). This situation was rectified at least partially by the 

mid-1980s (UNICEF 1986). Following the establishment of the Program of Action to 

Mitigate the Social Cost of Adjustment (PAMSCAD), the government dedicated 85 

million dollars for housing, education and health projects in the Northern and Upper 

Regions. This was complemented by a large-scale Public Investment Program (PIP) 

which targeted infrastructure improvements in the same region. It also supported the 

extension of the electricity grid to the underdeveloped lands of the North (Anyemadu 

1993). 

The experiences that different ethnic groups had under Rawlings are important 

in two aspects. On the one hand, the PNDC was on the edge of aggravating ethnicity, 

which had been kept in check for most of Ghana’s modern history. Seeing its broader 

coalition fall apart in 1983, Rawlings quickly tried to compensate the North by funneling 

many government funds into the area. However, some nonetheless claim that at the end 
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of the day, Rawlings’ regime increased the level of ethno-cultural polarization (Asante 

and Gyimah-Boadi 2004). Yet, the very fact that Rawlings made such a swift and 

conscious effort to appease the North shows that he, as well as many other Ghanaian 

leaders before him, feared, rather than promoted, ethnic tensions.  

Throughout Rawlings’ tenure, the under-developed areas of Ghana saw a rise in 

civic organizations that ranged from athletic clubs to development associations 

(Gyimah-Boadi 1999). But those are very different from the militant organizations that 

disturbed the peace and sought to voice their demands through violence in other parts 

of the post-colonial world, which could be seen as another piece of evidence for the 

robustness of Ghanaian civil society and the secondary nature of the ethno-cultural 

cleavage in the national politics.  

5.11 Transition to the Fourth Republic: the 1992 Election 

Throughout the tenure of PNDC, Ghana’s economic position improved 

significantly. Inflation, which was 122% in 1983, had fallen to 10 percent by 1985, while 

economic growth resumed and was fluctuating between 8.5 percent in 1983 and 6.1 

percent in 1989 (IFES 1992).  

The National Commission for Democracy (NDC), established in 1981, was in 

charge of re-establishing civilian rule in the country. In 1988, it conducted non-partisan 

local government elections. Following a report by the NDC in March 1991, 

multipartyism was reintroduced in Ghana. The process commenced with the adoption 

of the 1992 Constitution, which was approved on April 28. Articles 55 and 56 , as well as 
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the Political Parties Law (PNDCL 281), specify the process of registration and 

functioning of political parties (Asante and Gyimah-Boadi 2004).  

According to those regulations, ethnic parties were discouraged through two 

requirements necessary for registration with the Interim National Electoral Commission 

(INEC). First, each party needed to have at least one founding member from each of the 

110 electoral districts in the country. Parties were also required to have local offices in 

two-thirds of the Ghanaian regions. Second, they were explicitly instructed not to 

include any ethnic or religious symbols, slogans or logos as part of their names, 

platforms or other materials (Ibid, 46).  

Rawlings’ administration also instituted additional provisions that sought to 

mediate any potential ethnic or religious conflicts. The National Media Commission was 

required to have one Christian and one Muslim representative. The Council of State, a 

Presidential advisory body, also featured one person from each of Ghana’s regions. Both 

were a consequence of the constitution’s stated goal to “achieve reasonable regional 

balance in recruitment and appointment to public offices” (Gyimah-Boadi 2003). 

According to international observers, the state of ethnicity as a political cleavage 

remained potentially important, but largely dormant. This view is also consistent with 

the claims made within this chapter about earlier electoral cycles in the country. A quote 

from the IFES report is especially relevant in this respect (IFES 1992): 

Ethnicity is important in Ghana as a source of identity, 
pride and culture … [It] has political and therefore electoral 
implications but is not a major source of conflict … While some 
political parties have been identified by the public as more strongly 
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linked to one ethnic group or another, such identities are neither 
exclusive nor decisive. No ethnic group in Ghana is large enough 
to control politics. Even the Akan groups, which make up about 44 
percent of the population, are divided in ways that do not lend 
themselves to natural coalitions.  

 

This evaluation is encouraging, as it suggests that ethnic polarization was low in 

Ghana as it embarked on its fourth democratization attempt. Yet, while ethno-cultural 

differences were not a major source for concern in Ghana in the early 1990s, there were 

other problems that needed attention. According to the Commonwealth Secretariat, the 

constitution laid a strong foundation for the protection of human rights, democracy and 

freedom of association (Commonwealth Secretariat 1992). This view was not shared by 

IFES, however, which was disturbed by the nature of the laws on preventive detention, 

Habeas Corpus, newspaper registration and religious bodies registration, which it saw 

as restrictive and possibly capable of influencing the democratic process in a negative 

way (IFES 1992). The organization oversaw the preparation of the upcoming presidential 

and legislative elections, putting a particular emphasis on the integrity of the voter roll. 

Following a questionable first attempt to put it together, INEC reviewed the list in 

October 1991. However, the second attempt did not mark a vast improvement and IFES 

was concerned about possible inflation of the register (Ibid, 17). The organization had 

many remarks about the process of counting of votes, certification and reporting of 

results and the practice of absentee voting.  

Therefore, in the runup to the 1992 election, Ghana had made some serious 

efforts towards democratization, but had quite a few remaining issues. While the 
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presence of administrative problems during first multiparty elections is not uncommon, 

the scholarly literature had conflicting interpretations of what happened in 1992. After 

the opposition saw Rawlings win the presidential election, they decided to boycott the 

legislative one. Consequently, Rawlings’ National Democratic Congress (NDC) won 189 

out of 200 legislative seats, capitalizing on an exceptionally low turnout of merely 28.1 

percent (Nunley 1992). According to some, the boycotted election was an irresponsible 

act by the opposition, which took away the voters’ right to voice their preferences in an 

otherwise reasonably robust democratic environment (Jeffries and Thomas 1993). 

According to this argument, the accusations of an uneven playing field stemmed 

primarily from the incumbency advantage that Rawlings enjoyed – a bonus that ruling 

parties across the entire democratic world enjoy too (Ibid, 339). Others contend that the 

election was nonetheless rigged to a large extent and Rawlings was looking to model his 

post-1992 world after other authoritarian leaders like Castro and Gaddafi (Oquaye 1995).  

In summary, in 1992 Ghana embarked on the road to democratization for the 

fourth time since independence with a low level of ethno-cultural polarization. The fact 

that election monitors and some of the scholarly literature endorsed the electoral process 

also suggests that the irregularities and disturbances that followed were more a 

consequence of an anxious opposition and lack of experience with conducting elections, 

rather reflective of systematic shortcomings.  

The theoretical framework of this dissertation would suggest that, given the 

conditions of low ethno-cultural polarization, there was no reason to expect that the 
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majoritarian electoral formula applied for translating votes into seats would adversely 

affect the electoral process in the subsequent electoral cycles. With this expectation in 

mind, the following sections explore the most recent four elections that occurred in the 

Ghanaian Fourth Republic. 

5.12 The 1996 Election 

The 1996 election showed a familiar pattern of ethnic voting. The Volta region, 

home to President Rawlings, overwhelmingly supported his National Democratic 

Congress (NDC). At the same time, the Ashanti, who had a long-lasting feud with the 

Ewe, voted in favor of the opposition. The NDC was able to capture merely five seats 

there (Asante and Gyimah-Boadi 2004).  

It is curious to compare the results from the 1996 election to the ones from 1969. 

This confirms that the states that were identified as “swing” in 1969 and 1979 have 

indeed shifted completely from the conservative to the socialist pole. This includes 

Brong Ahafo, Central, Upper West and Western, all of which had tremendously high 

levels of support of the conservative PP in 1969, but showed support for the socialist 

NDC in 1996. At the same time, the two states that were identified as voting along ethnic 

lines in 1969, Ashanti and Volta, continued to support the conservative and socialist 

poles, respectively.  
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Table 30: Vote share and seat breakdown by party, 1996 legislative Elections7

Region/Party 

 

National 
Democratic 
Congress 
(Socialist) 

New Patriotic 
Party 

(Conservative) 

People's 
Convention 

Party 

People's 
National 

Convention 

National 
Total 

 

Vote share 
(%) 

Seats 

Vote share (%) 
Seats 

Vote share 
(%) 

Seats 

Vote share 
(%) 

Seats 

Vote 
share (%) 

Seats 

Ashanti 
34.8 

5 
60.5 
27 

5.7 
0 

2.6 
0 

32 

Brong Ahafo 
57.9 
17 

45.8 
4 

0.9 
0 

0.3 
0 

21 

Central 
56.6 
14 

38.3 
3 

14.0 
0 

2.1 
0 

17 

Eastern 
50.0 
15 

39.2 
11 

9.3 
0 

2.1 
0 

26 

Greater Accra 
50.0 
13 

38.6 
9 

4.1 
0 

3.3 
0 

22 

Northern 
55.6 
18 

28.2 
3 

20.5 
1 

15.4 
1 

23 

Volta 
82.3 
12 

5.0 
0 

6.1 
0 

1.9 
0 

12 

Upper East 
63.9 

8 
8.7 
0 

6.8 
0 

18.8 
0 

8 

Upper West 
68.5 
19 

14.6 
0 

0 
0 

19.6 
0 

19 

Western 
58.0 
12 

N/A 
3 

N/A 
4 

N/A 
0 

19 

Total seats 133 60 5 1 199 
 

The Constituency-Level Election Archive (CLEA) provides further support in 

favor of the claim above (Kollman, Hicken et al. 2010). It allows us to see the mean levels 

of support, by electoral district. Among the top twenty constituencies that showed the 

                                                      

7 Source: African Elections Database (http://africanelections.tripod.com) and Kollman (2010).  
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greatest discrepancy between winners and losers in terms of vote share (standard 

deviation), twelve were in Volta and one was in Ashanti. The remaining seven were 

distributed evenly among Greater Accra and Northern (2 each), Central, Upper West 

and Western (1 each)8

Following the downpour of aid and assistance, the Ghanaian Electoral 

Commission completed an overhaul of the voter register, introduced new voter identity 

cards, implemented transparent ballot boxes and equipped all polling booths with 

cardboard voting screens (Badu and Larvie 1996). Counting procedures and election 

result reporting were the other two aspects that were thoroughly revised, following 

recommendations made by IFES and the Commonwealth Secretariat in 1992. UNDP and 

USAID were two other international organizations that were instrumental in supporting 

.  

The NDC secured another victory in what experts claimed to have been the 

election that demonstrated that democracy was way on its way to consolidation in 

Ghana (Jeffries 1998). Quite aware of the administrative problems that put the 1992 poll 

in doubt, the international community dedicated more than $23 million for electoral 

assistance and was very actively involved in the organization and administration of the 

polls, which assured that they were “remarkably technically correct” (Ibid, 189). While 

less enthusiastic, foreign monitors agreed that “notwithstanding the various 

shortcomings, … the conditions allowed a free expression of the will of the electors” 

(Commonwealth Secretariat 1996).  

                                                      

8 See Appendix for more detailed information 
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the Ghanaian electoral process. While the opposition was still concerned with the 

advantages incumbency offered Rawlings, the results displayed in the table above 

suggest that the NDC enjoyed a very broad support from across the entire country, with 

the exception of the aforementioned Ashanti region. 

It is important to point out that NDC had gradually introduced a third pole in 

Ghanaian politics. This put the Nkrumahist People’ National Convention (PNC) and the 

New Patriotic Party (NPP), which followed the UGCC footsteps, in the awkward 

position of having to form a united front against the NDC, in spite of having followed 

ideologically opposing views historically. After numerous squabbles over what 

candidates to field where, the two parties were ultimately unsuccessful in challenging 

the NDC, in spite of forming a common front under the Great Alliance label. This is 

especially true of the NPP which had a particularly bad showing. Following this 

restructuring of Ghanaian politics, NDC became the representative of the socialist pole 

in Ghanaian politics, having adopted many of the social democratic views that Nkrumah 

was associated with (Jeffries 1998).  

It is very likely that the NPP-PNC alliance was a behavioral response to the 

institutional restrictions imposed by the majoritarian electoral formula. With the 

appearance of a third powerful actor, the opposition had to regroup and resist the 

incumbent together. The big loser of this process was the NPP, but it is highly unlikely 

that NPP voters lost out as well. Due to the fact that the NDC was so close to Nkrumah’s 

ideology itself, it simply capitalized on its greater power and took over the electorates 



 

 

225 

that would have otherwise gone to the NPP. In other words, there was a restructuring of 

Ghanaian political alignment among the three main political parties, but the familiar 

poles of socialism and populism vs. conservatism and small government remained 

(Anebo 1997).  

In summary, the competing parties rarely relied on blocs of ethnic voters in 1996. 

In addition, the social democratic pole, this time represented by the NDC, continued to 

be more appealing to rural voters, whereas the conservative one was closer to the 

preferences of urban dwellers, continuing the tradition of Ghanaian politics to be, above 

all, about class differences. Following the ambivalent results of the 1992 election, 

democracy consolidated in Ghana in 1996. The performance of the political parties and 

the non-ethnic patterns of support across eight of the ten regions9

                                                      

9 This claim is made on the basis of both the relatively equitable distribution of votes outside of Ashanti and 
Volta and the complete switch of six of the remaining eight regions from the conservative to the socialist 
pole, as compared to 1969 voting patterns, as elaborated earlier in this section.  

, confirm the 

theoretical expectation that, in contexts of low ethno-cultural polarization, 

majortiarianism will not impede democratic progress. In such a context the two 

ideological poles continued to do a good job in attracting broad urban-rural and rich-

poor coalitions of voters. At the same time, the two regions that did vote along ethnic 

lines, Ashanti and Volta, were homogeneous. The possibility of exclusion of a minority, 

which typically appears under majoritarianism in contexts where rival groups coexist 

within the same administrative division, was not present.  
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5.13 Sustained Democratic Governance (2000-2004) 

The Fourth Republic consolidated into a well-sustained democracy, following the 

1996 election. Ghana has held a total of three elections since 1996, which have all been of 

good quality by African and even international standards. Since no serious fluctuations 

in the levels of ethno-cultural fractionalization were observed in 2000 and 2004, nor have 

there been significant interruptions of the electoral process, these are considered briefly 

as part of this last substantive section of the chapter.  

The National Democratic Congress (NDC) lost the incumbency that it held since 

democratization in 1992. The main reason for the loss of power was familiar: since the 

1996 election, the Ghanaian economy took a turn for the worse. The regions that 

switched allegiances were Brong Ahafo, Eastern and Greater Accra. In addition, NDC 

registered considerable decline in support in the Central and Western regions. It 

maintained solid positions only in the Northern and Volta regions. The first was 

inhabited by poorer rural voters, while the second – by the traditional Ewe ethnic 

constituency. At the same time, the New Patriotic Party (NPP) maintained its dominant 

position in Ashanti, which was enough to get an edge over the NDC by 100 to 92 seats.  
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Table 31: Seat breakdown by party, 2000 Legislative Elections10

Party 

 

New Patriotic 
Party 

(Conservative) 

National 
Democratic 
Congress 
(Socialist) 

People's 
National 

Convention 

Convention 
People's 

Party 

National 
Total 

 
Vote share (%) 

Seats 

Vote share 
(%) 

Seats 

Vote share 
(%) 

Seats 

Vote share 
(%) 

Seats 
 

Ashanti 
68.3 
31 

25.8 
2 

2.2 
0 

1.7 
0 

33 

Brong 
Ahafo 

47.9 
14 

42.1 
7 

2.4 
0 

1.9 
0 

21 

Central 
44.6 

8 
44.5 

9 
0.8 
0 

8.1 
0 

17 

Eastern 
47.7 
18 

42.5 
8 

0.95 
0 

2.4 
0 

26 

Greater 
Accra 

46.2 
16 

40.6 
6 

2.1 
0 

3.4 
0 

22 

Northern 
24.9 

3 
47.4 
18 

8.5 
1 

8.1 
0 

23 

Upper East 
18.7 

2 
49.2 

8 
24.1 

1 
1.9 
0 

12 

Upper West 
11.7 

0 
67.7 

7 
21.7 

1 
2.9 
0 

8 

Volta 
9.6 
0 

69.2 
17 

2.1 
0 

6.7 
0 

19 

Western 
44.4 

8 
41.0 
10 

1.5 
0 

11.2 
1 

19 

Total Seats 100 92 3 1 200 
 

The incidence of switching and the patterns significantly declining levels of 

support for the incumbent provide some evidence in favor of the hypothesis that 

Ghanaian citizens voted on the basis of evaluating government performance, rather than 

                                                      

10 Does not include vote share and seats won by independent candidates. Source: African Elections Database 
(http://africanelections.tripod.com) and Kollman (2010) 
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along ethnic lines. Data at the electoral district level from CLEA provides even further 

proof. 17 out of the top 20 electoral districts in terms of disproportionality of levels of 

support were located either in Ashanti (10) or Volta (7). In the Ashanti districts, the NPP 

attracted an average level of support of 81.52. In the seven Volta districts, the NDC ‘s 

average vote share stood at 80.8 percent11

The same poll shows that the majority of the electorate (62.4 percent) thought the 

election was free and fair (Ibid, 22). Merely 15 percent thought this was not the case. Of 

the citizens that voted, more than 90 percent claimed that the process of casting a ballot 

was problem-free, devoid of intimidation, and well-administered by election officials 

(Ibid, 24).  

. 

Similarly to other instances of government turnover in Ghana, therefore, the only 

regions that continued to vote along ethnic lines were Ashanti and Volta. In addition, 

the socialist appeal of the NDC continued to be preferred in rural areas, whereas the 

NPP enjoyed the support of urban ones. A post-election poll across Ghana asked 

respondents to identify why they supported the party they did (McKwartin 2001). The 

largest share of voters, 35 percent, identified the economic policies of the party as the 

primary reason. Of them, 62.3 percent saw the newly-elected NPP as more competent on 

economic issues, whereas only 27.8 percent had trust in the NDC (Ibid 27). 21 percent 

focused on the need to change the national leadership. Another 21 percent liked the 

quality of the candidates. Ethnicity was not featured as a major response.  

                                                      

11 Refer to the Appendix for more details. 
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In summary, ethno-cultural polarization continued to not be a threat in Ghana in 

2000. In the words of Paul Nugent, “... for much of the electorate, the NPP was 

considered preferable to the NDC, not because of its ethnic coloring, but because the 

opposition was promising substantive change (Nugent 2001).” This finding is echoed by 

a quantitative public opinion survey, conducted by Lindberg and Morrison, which finds 

that Ghanaian citizens display evaluative voting behavior that is guided primarily by 

past incumbent performance. They find, further, a very low prevalence of family and 

ethnically-motivated voting patterns (Lindberg and Morrison 2008).  The low level of 

electoral manipulation across the country in a context of negligible ethno-cultural 

polarization and the use of majoritarian electoral formula, is consistent with the 

theoretical expectations of the dissertation.  

There were no major modifications in terms of the electoral regulations and 

political conditions in Ghana in 2004 (Kelly 2005).One substantial institutional change 

occurred, however, with the increase of the size of the House from 200 to 230 seats  .  

The incumbent NPP further solidified the advances in 2004 by capturing 128 out 

of 230 seats. This was due to better performance in the Central, Northern and Western 

regions. An edited volume by Kwame Boafo-Arthur, dedicated to the 2004 elections, 

presents eighteen in-depth case studies of the elections across all regions of Ghana 

(Boafo-Arthur 2006). The qualitative and historical analysis is supplemented by a 

representative survey of 5,000 respondents about the reasons for the way they voted, 

their evaluations of the electoral process and the state of the country more broadly. The 
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takeaway messages are consistent with earlier electoral cycles. First, voters were free to 

express their preferences. Second, Ghanaian citizens were most concerned with the state 

of the economy. Third, and most importantly, “blind party loyalty” and ethnicity were 

less important than the actual political issues (Ibid, 8). 

Table 32: Seat breakdown by party, 2004 Legislative Elections12

Party 

 

New Patriotic 
Party 

(Conserv.) 

National 
Democratic 

Congress 
(Socialist) 

People's 
National 

Convention 

Convention 
People's Party 

National Total 

 
Vote share (%) 

Seats 
Vote share (%) 

Seats 
Vote share (%) 

Seats 
Vote share (%) 

Seats  

Ashanti 
70.8 
36 

22.3 
3 

1.3 
0 

1.6 
0 

39 

Brong 
Ahafo 

49.3 
14 

46.5 
10 

1.9 
0 

1.4 
0 

24 

Central 
54.9 
16 

37.9 
2 

0.68 
0 

8.2 
1 

18 

Eastern 
56.6 
22 

36.8 
6 

0.73 
0 

1.5 
0 

28 

Greater 
Accra 

47.5 
16 

44.6 
11 

1.5 
0 

2.8 
0 

27 

Northern 
36.8 

8 
50.2 
17 

6.1 
0 

2.9 
0 

26 

Upper East 
30.3 

2 
43.2 

9 
17.4 

2 
2.1 
0 

13 

Upper 
West 

30.3 
1 

51.8 
7 

17.2 
2 

0.9 
0 

10 

Volta 
16.3 

1 
68.1 
21 

3.5 
0 

5.8 
0 

22 

Western 
50.5 
12 

38.4 
8 

0.9 
0 

11.3 
2 

22 

Total Seats 128 94 4 3 230 

 

                                                      

12  Does not include vote shares and totals for independent candidates Source: African Elections Database 
(http://africanelections.tripod.com) and Kollman (2010) 
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Ashanti and Volta continued to be the regions where citizens voted along ethnic 

lines. Of the twenty districts that featured the most lopsided victories, twelve were in 

Ashanti (where the NPP was tremendously popular) and five were in Volta (where the 

NPP swept the polls).  

5.14 The 2008 Election and an Increase in Ethnic Polarization 

According to election monitors, the 2008 poll showed an increase in the level of 

ethnic rhetoric in the Ashanti, Volta and Northern regions (Commonwealth Secretariat 

2008). From the perspective of this project, this development is neither surprising nor 

particularly threatening to the integrity of the electoral process in Ashanti and Volta, 

both of which are not split internally among the Ashanti and Ewe rival groups. This 

view is supported by local political analyst, Colin Assamuah, who stated in a newspaper 

report that ethnic voting in those two regions should not be a source of worry, since” the 

massive support in these two regions … could never have produced victory for the 

party involved” (Public Agenda 2009).  

However, increased ethno-cultural polarization is potentially dangerous in the 

Northern region. There, the intensifying of the conflict between the Dagomba and 

Kokomba ehnic groups is disconcerting. If it turns into a lasting political cleavage, the 

Northern region could become a site of minority exclusion and electoral shortcomings. 

In 2008, this development did not prevent the Commonwealth Secretariat from 

nonetheless endorsing the electoral process as “robust and credible” (Ibid, 53).  
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Table 33: Vote and Seat breakdown by party, 2008 Legislative Elections13

Party 

 

National 
Democratic 
Congress 
(Socialist) 

New Patriotic 
Party 

(Conservative) 

People's 
National 

Convention 

Convention 
People's 

Party 

National 
Total 

 

Vote share 
(%) 

Seats 

Vote share (%) 
Seats 

Vote share 
(%) 

Seats 

Vote share 
(%) 

Seats 
 

Ashanti 
23.9 

3 
65.9 
34 

0.7 
0 

0.5 
0 

39 

Brong Ahafo 
45.3 

8 
50.1 
15 

0.5 
0 

0.8 
0 

23 

Central 
46.6 
11 

45.1 
8 

0.3 
0 

3.8 
0 

19 

Eastern 
37.9 

7 
54.9 
19 

0.2 
0 

2.1 
0 

27 

Greater 
Accra 

50.6 
18 

45.2 
9 

0.5 
0 

2.9 
0 

27 

Northern 
51.8 
21 

36.0 
4 

2.7 
0 

1.9 
0 

26 

Upper East 
46.3 

8 
36.9 

4 
10.6 

1 
1.2 
0 

13 

Upper West 
49.3 

6 
36.1 

3 
7.5 
1 

0.8 
0 

10 

Volta 
73.0 
21 

17.7 
1 

1.8 
0 

1.8 
0 

22 

Western 
43.2 
11 

43.0 
10 

2.3 
0 

11.1 
1 

22 

Total Seats 114 107 2 1 22 
 

The alternation of power that occurred in Ghana in 2008 is a sure sign of a robust 

democracy. Yet, the negative developments in the Northern region leave some questions 

unanswered going forward. If ethno-cultural differences are further activated and 

                                                      

13 Source: African Elections Database (http://africanelections.tripod.com) and Adam Carr’s Election Archive 
(http://psephos.adam-carr.net/countries/g/ghana/ghana20082.txt).  
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aggravated by the political actors, this administrative division will likely become a site 

for intensive electoral manipulation. In addition, it is very possible that neighboring 

regions in the North will also be affected, as they also feature numerous ethnicities and 

live in relative poverty. As of 2010, the two main political parties continued trying to 

play the ethnic card in the region. The ruling NDC, for instance, scheduled its annual 

congress in Tamale, the capital of the Northern region, which was seen by some as an 

unwise move, given the unstable situation there (Ghanaian Chronicle 2010). In the 

runup of the 2012 election, election monitors and political experts alike would be well 

advised to pay close attention to the developments in the North. 

5.15 Conclusion 

This chapter began by introducing Ghana as a puzzle and challenge to the theory 

of the contingent effect of institutions on election quality. When compared to Nigeria, 

Ghana seemed all too similar in terms of some key potential causes of democratic failure 

or success. First, it is a former British colony, which explains the adoption of 

majoritarian formula. Second, it was never consolidated as a single state prior to British 

colonialism, but was rather made up of numerous ethno-cultural groups. Third, 

similarly to Nigeria, three attempts at democratization resulted in military coups and 

prolonged non-democratic rule. Yet, Ghana had elections that were much better than 

Nigeria’s from the very beginning – even during the tumultuous period between 1957 

and 1992. What, then, explained Ghana without falsifying the theory gathering this 

dissertation? 
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The explanation laid out on the preceding pages has highlighted one of the key 

distinctions and innovations proposed by this project’s theory, which is related to 

differentiating between diversity and polarization. While Nigeria had many electoral 

districts that were polarized, Ghana did not. The two regions where citizens voted along 

ethnic lines, Ashanti and Volta, were ethnically homogeneous, inhabited by Ashanti and 

Ewe, respectively. And while the Ashanti and Ewe did not get along, they did not have 

to coexist and fight for political representation within the same electoral unit. In this 

context, Ghana developed voting patterns and party ideologies that were focused on 

issues and classes, rather than tribes and ethnicities. From the very beginning a socialist 

pole, which appealed to the rural poorer population, and a conservative pole, which 

attracted richer urban voters, provided clear alternatives to the voters. Those two poles 

competed and alternated in power throughout the country’s post-colonial history. 

Starting with the regime of Kwame Nkrumah in the 1960s and lasting until modern 

times, Ghana had the institutional provisions and political practices that have 

successfully suppressed ethnicity as a political cleavage. Consequently, parties lost and 

gained the support of the various regions based on their performance in office. They 

were rarely guaranteed unrelenting support, regardless of how they did in office, with 

the exception of Ashanti and Volta. 

The chapter concluded with a worrisome finding, however. It has to do with the 

increased use of ethnicity for political mobilization in the Northern Region, where 

groups with historic tensions do coexist together. This was especially pronounced in the 
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most recent election of 2008 and seems to have carried over to the post-election period. It 

remains to be seen whether the major political parties will decide against continuing to 

mobilize voters along ethnic lines in the North, which would be highly recommended, if 

Ghana is to continue being a robust democracy. In the runup to the 2012 election, 

monitoring this region provides an interesting test of the theory put forward in this 

dissertation. If ethno-culturally differences continue to be politicized, the expectation of 

this project would be confirmed if the major parties engage in above-average electoral 

manipulations in this area of the country.  
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6. Indonesia: The Origins and Effects of Proportional 
Representation 

6.1 Introduction 

The electoral formula and polarization in Indonesia represent the third and final 

relevant combination of those two factors by exploring the role of proportional 

representation (PR) in a society where deep ethno-cultural cleavages are present. The 

expectations outlined by theory in such circumstances are clear: PR should have a 

beneficial effect and reduce the institutional incentives for electoral manipulation. More 

specifically, this formula for translating votes into seats should allow elections to be of 

good quality, regardless of the variation in ethno-cultural polarization across the 

country’s administrative units. Unlike Nigeria, where elections in more polarized 

districts tended to be worse due to the use of first-past-the-post electoral formula, 

Indonesia should have elections of good quality across the entire country.  

 

Figure 15: Administrative Map of Indonesia (1971 and Beyond)1

                                                      

1 All maps in this chapter are from Wikimedia.org and reproduced under a Creative Commons license. 
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This chapter starts out by putting Indonesia in the context of other countries that 

are characterized by a high degree of ethno-cultural polarization and have historically 

used or recently switched to PR. The objective is to discuss the extent to which we can 

expect such an institution to be adopted independently of other democratization 

influences and processes. It then proceeds by reviewing the evolution of Indonesian 

politics and elections since independence and testing the extent to which PR has had an 

impact. This historical overview will be broken down according to the four main periods 

of Indonesian politics: the immediate post-independence era, Sukarno’s Guided 

Democracy, Suharto’s New Order and the current “Reformasi” era of democratic politics 

that started in 1999, immediately after the fall of Suharto. 

6.2 PR in Polarized Societies: Origins before Effects 

This dissertation’s main objective has been to explore institutional effects. In 

pursuing this goal, however, it has been particularly sensitive to the possibility that 

institutions might be an intermediate variable that is itself influenced by broader 

structural preconditions. To understand this view of institutions, one needs to read the 

comprehensive treatment of democratization in Central and Eastern Europe provided by 

Herbert Kitschelt and his coauthors (Kitschelt, Masfeldova et al. 1999). One of the 

messages of this research agenda is that when analyzing institutional effects on 

democratization, one needs to be aware of historical legacies that could be driving both 

the adoption of those rules and the prospects for democratic consolidation.  
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History rarely provides us with the perfect natural experiment for teasing out the 

impact of one variable over other alternative explanations. This problem is especially 

acute when doing scholarship on electoral formulas.  The previous two case studies – 

those of Ghana and Nigeria – dealt with the problem of institutional origins with 

relative ease, since the formula for translating votes into seats can be attributed to 

colonial legacies. There, the majoritarian electoral formula was adopted regardless of the 

power distribution of the main political actors or the state of ethno-cultural polarization. 

Furthermore, it was first implemented at a time when prospects of democratization were 

unclear. The argument in those two cases was that Ghana managed to consolidate 

democracy because majoritarianism was applied in a context of low politically relevant 

ethnic polarization. In Nigeria, due to the constant reinforcement and political 

maneuvering of those divisions, the same exogenous institution had detrimental effects.  

Such a propitious combination of historical occurrences is difficult to identify for 

countries that have adopted proportional representation. In some instances, the 

implementation of PR has been over-determined, most often because it has occurred 

during periods of significant political liberalization. Examples range from South Africa’s 

high-profile 1994 election to the most recent instance of such institutional adoption in 

Iraq, where PR was chosen in 2005. In both cases, PR was adopted under substantial 

international and domestic pressure to encourage accommodative politics. Following a 

similar logic, PR was chosen in Benin(1991), Estonia (1992), Burundi and Latvia (1993), 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, Sierra Leone (1996), Algeria (1997) and Croatia ( 2000), among 
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others. Those are all examples of a similar tendency – the first multi-party elections after 

long periods of authoritarianism were marked by significant goodwill to “get politics 

right”.   

The overarching problem with using the countries mentioned above for testing 

the theory guiding this project is apparent. On the one hand, these are cases where the 

desirable configuration of ethno-cultural polarization, PR and better elections after 

adopting PR is present. On the other, it is unclear if the positive effect is due to this 

particular institutional adoption or rather to more structural factors that render the 

formula epiphenomenal.  

In addition to the cases of recent reforms enumerated above, there are cases 

where PR has been applied in a context of significant polarization for a long period of 

time. This is true of Turkey (since 1900), Indonesia (since 1956), Brazil (since 1965), Israel 

(since 1969), Switzerland (since 1976) Belgium (since 1977), Spain (since 1977), Peru 

(since 1980), among others. Most of those countries have had good elections throughout 

the period when PR has been used for translating votes into seats. Perhaps the most 

successful examples have been countries like Belgium and Brazil. 

Indonesia has been perhaps the least successful example. In this country, 

elections have been classified as free and fair in 1955 and then since 1999. Even during 

this latest period of democratization, the extent of problems has been substantial. It is 

therefore justified to claim that, among all the countries that have been enumerated so 

far, Indonesia is the toughest test for theory because it does not seem to have 
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consistently experienced free and fair elections, especially during the 1966-1998 period 

when it was under the leadership of Suharto.  

At the same time, Indonesia has been the site of very intensive and prolonged 

debates on electoral formula reform. On the scholarly front, attention has been high on 

behalf of both centripetalists and consociationalists. The former have ardently argued in 

favor of reducing the proportion of PR seats and dedicated a substantial, if unspecified, 

share of seats to single-member constituencies (Reilly 2001). The latter have argued the 

opposite: shifting away from pure PR would have a detrimental effect to representation 

of some key ethnicities and geographic areas of this vast and diverse country (Ellis 

2001). This academic debate is, unsurprisingly, directly linked to the preferences and 

fortunes of the various political parties in Indonesia. As of 2001 and under the PR 

electoral formula, Indonesia had almost fifty parties that participated in elections – a 

political landscape that will not be sustainable if a more restrictive electoral formula is 

adopted.  

In light of this discussion, the remainder of this chapter has two goals. First, by 

engaging in historical process-tracing of the various Indonesian regimes, it explains why 

PR has been irrelevant for a large portion of the time the country has been independent. 

Second, it utilizes this particular illustration of the combination between electoral 

formula and ethno-cultural polarization to explore within-country variation. More 

specifically, this consists of trying to figure out whether it is indeed the case that 

elections in divided regions were not significantly worse than those in homogeneous 
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districts in the electoral cycles since the fall of Suharto. Whether or not PR has had the 

hypothesized beneficial effects in ethno-culturally polarized regions is the main 

observable implication to keep track of throughout this chapter.   

6.3 Summary of Findings 

Table 34: Stages of Indonesian Politics and the Role of PR 

Period Duration Polarization PR Importance PR Effect 
First Democratic 
Election 

1945-1955 High High High (positive) 

Guided 
Democracy 

1956-1966 Very High None None 

New Order 1967-1998 Medium None None 
Reformasi 
Beginning 

1999-2004 High High High (positive) 

Contemporary 2004 and 
beyond 

Medium Moderate Moderate 
(positive) 

 

After a review of secondary literature and the voting patterns in Indonesia, the 

findings of this chapter are summarized as follows. Ethno-cultural and religious 

cleavages were very salient upon independence and played a substantial role in the 

voting patterns during the 1955 election. They remained very relevant and, according to 

some, even increased in importance during the authoritarian stints of Sukarno and 

especially Suharto, which lasted almost four decades. While proportional representation 

guided the translation of votes into seats during this era of non-democratic politics, its 

institutional effects were offset by the adoption of regulations that limited the number of 

opposition parties – a consequence that is typically associated with majoritarian or 

mixed electoral formulas. Following democratization in 1999, the salience of both 
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religious and ethnic cleavages has not disappeared but seems to have nonetheless 

diminished in importance. This is particularly evident during the 2009 electoral cycle, 

when the share of votes attracted by religious parties has declined significantly.  

In other words, this chapter suggests three phases of ethno-cultural polarization 

in Indonesia. First, right after Independence electorates quickly formed along ethnic and 

religious lines – a development that is hardly surprising considering the foundational 

theories of Lipset and Rokkan (Lipset and Rokkan 1967). During authoritarian rule, 

those divisions were continuously aggravated due to the lack of sufficient political 

alternatives. After democratization, in what I argue was partially due to the effects of 

proportional representation, ethno-cultural polarization gradually declined. This 

trajectory is very much consistent with the theory of contingent effects of the electoral 

formula. In a context of significant ethnic and religious diversity and PR, this is 

explained by the lack of institutional barriers for political entrepreneurs to form parties 

that can be electorally viable even when supported by relatively smaller electorates. This 

freedom allows them to position themselves close to such electorates and not necessarily 

next to the median voter, which in turn has strengthened party allegiance and reduced 

polarization.  

6.4 Ethno-Cultural and Religious Composition of Indonesia 

Ethnic-cultural divisions in Indonesia are often viewed in terms of a dichotomy 

between the numerous Javanese and the remaining more than 300 ethnic groups (Bruner 

1974). The Javanese comprise about 83.2 million, or 41.7 percent of the population of this 
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country of about 237.6 million. They are concentrated primarily in just two of the 

country’s 33 administrative divisions – Central and East Java (Central Bureau of 

Statistics 2010). Historically, the Javanese have frequently dominated Indonesian 

politics, as will become clear in the subsequent sections of this chapter.  

The other major ethnic groups include the Sundanese that comprise 15.4 percent 

of the population and reside in West Java, Banten and Lampung. Smaller groups include 

the Malay (4.1 percent), Chinese (3.7 percent), Madurese (3.3 percent), Batak (3 percent) 

and others. Ever since independence, the Indonesian government has been particularly 

sensitive to the diverse nature of Indonesian society (Suryadinata 2002). Consequently, 

the last time ethnic affiliation was asked as a separate on a nationwide census was 1930 

and subsequent figures are estimates.  

The absence of solid census information and ambivalent conclusions from 

existing scholarship make it challenging to establish whether ethnicity has persisted as a 

salient political cleavage since 1955. There are two broad processes that have occurred: a 

spread of the Javanese identity beyond Java, especially during the rule of Suharto, as 

well as broader tendencies of ethnic mixing as a consequence of intermarriages 

(Suryadinata 2002). However, the significant split between the Java territories and the 

Outer Islands persist. This is in part due to the fact that this ethnic division has taken on 

a significant economic dimension as well – Java is densely populated and consumes a 

large share of the goods and services that the Outer Islands produce, in addition to 

attracting most of government spending (Ibid, 5).  
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While ethnic diversity in Indonesia is substantial, it is the religious divisions 

within the country that have typically been perceived as having particularly high 

political salience. Indeed, there is a long stream of scholarship that has traced the role of 

religion and its impact on Indonesian political life since its formal beginning in 1955 

(Geertz 1960; Liddle 1970; Crouch 1978; Effendy 2003; King 2003; Basedwan 2004).  And 

while there is some evidence that ethnic diversity was suppressed as a matter of national 

policy, the treatment of religion, especially during the reign of President Suharto from 

the late 1960s to the mid-1980s, led to its substantial radicalization and polarization 

(Liddle 1996).  

The most significant religious divisions are within the Muslim majority, which 

constitutes 87 percent of the population itself but is internally divided. The Javanese are 

a useful illustration. In terms of religion, this subset of the population is frequently 

separated into abangan and santri Muslims (Suryadinata 2002).  The santri are themselves 

split into modernists and traditionalists2

                                                      

2 The distinctions within the santri and abangan are teased out with the tremendous help of Professor Bill 
Liddle.  

. The modernists tend to be more tolerant, 

whereas the modernists are followers of the reformist Muslim movement. It traces its 

origins to a movement founded by Mohammad Abduh in Egypt towards the end of the 

19th century that embraces the Qur’an, but also Western science, insofar as it does not 

conflict with traditional Muslim values. To those two, Clifford Geerts adds another 

substantial dimension that characterizes the ethnic Javanese – the Hindu-Buddhists 
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(priyayi) (Geertz 1960). The more conventional view sees the priyai as an elite within the 

abangan group. Overall,  it is impossible to claim the Javanese can be seen as a 

homogeneous ethnicity due to the three religious divisions. To complicate matters 

further, Indonesia has an active Christian (Catholic and Protestand) community, which 

accounts for some 10 percent of the population and is spread across Java and Papua. 

These straightforward religious and ethnic distinctions have given rise to some 

more nuanced differentiations, introduced by Herbert Feith (Feith 2007). More 

specifically, he suggests three sources of societal differentiation. The first has to do with 

the traditional occupations practiced across the various regions of the country, which 

has separated the rice growers of East and Central Java, the coastal communities that 

were involved in maritime affairs, and the inland communities outside of East and 

Central Java that were typically small in territory.  The second included the spread of 

Islam, which interacted with the indigenous Hindu-animist beliefs, particularly in Java. 

In those regions, Islam was adopted as the official religion, but Hindu practices persisted 

at the family level (Ibid, 31). Certain areas outside of Java were never touched by Islam 

and either maintained their Hindu beliefs or eventually adopted Christianity instead. 

Finally, the extent to which the Dutch penetrated Indonesia varied greatly. While they 

influenced Java profoundly, the same bureaucratization and Westernization was not 

observed elsewhere. As a consequence of these broad processes, two distinct political 

cultures formed in Indonesia. The Javanese one was a product of shallow Islamization, 
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Westernization and agricultural (rice-growing) occupations. The second combined 

maritime commerce, substantial Islamization and low Dutch impact.  

There is indeed evidence that those religious and ethnic divisions are affecting 

contemporary tensions in Indonesia. In terms of within-Islamic divisions, the region that 

is perhaps most polarized is Aceh, where traditional Islamic thought contrasts with the 

more progressive Islam in Java  (Malley 1999). Aceh’s opposition to the center can be 

traced back to the early 1960s and culminating with an armed rebellion in 1989-1992. 

Religion was also the factor that differentiated the largely Christian East Timor and Irian 

Jaya – two other areas of continuing tensions. Ethno-cultural tensions have been the 

foundation of continuous tensions in Kalimantan and Maluku as well, where clashes 

between the majority and Christian and Chinese groups have occurred (Ibid, 373).  

This short overview sets the stage up for the remainder of this chapter. It focuses 

on the role of religion and its interplay with ethnicity, regionalism and political actors 

since the first democratic elections in Indonesia that took place in 1955.  

6.5 End of Colonialism and First Democratic Election (1945-1955) 

The Republic of Indonesia was proclaimed on August 17, 1945 (H. Van Mook 

1949). Following this historical moment, it took the country ten years to fully separate 

itself from the Dutch colonizers, gain international recognition and conduct a democratic 

election. The first quasi-independent institution of governance, however, was set up 

quickly, with the establishment of the Committee for Examination of Indonesian 
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Independence (BPUPKI3

The 1955 election did not suffer from systematic and particularly blatant acts of 

electoral manipulation. However, it did have administrative insufficiencies that are 

). Its function was to specify the parameters of the future 

independent nation. The committee was inclusive in nature and consisted of 67 

representatives that came from all major ethnic groups in Indonesia. BPUPKI is credited 

for drafting the 1945 Constitution, a very brief document with tremendous symbolic 

value (Ellis 2002).  

Building the foundations of the Indonesian political system on the basis of 

pluralism continued with the adoption of the 1950 provisional constitution, which 

emphasized a strong parliament and encouraged the formation of numerous political 

parties (Liddle 1970).  The first electoral law of the country was adopted in April 1953, 

when Indonesia was preparing for the multiparty elections of 1955. This is the first time 

proportional representation was formally codified as the method for translating votes 

into seats. Following the 1955 elections, 28 parties won seats in the 283 legislature, of 

which four were dominant. Those were the PNI (57 seats), Masjumi (57 seats), NU (45 

seats) and PKI (39 seats). The extreme permissiveness of the electoral system was further 

codified by Parliament in March 1956, which stipulated universal suffrage and 

proportional representation applied to sixteen administrative divisions as two of the 

pillars of Indonesian politics (Tinker and Walker 1956). 

                                                      

3 Abbreviation from Indonesian of the full name of the institution, Badan Penjelidik Oesaha-oesaha 
Persiapan Kemerdekaan Indonesia 
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typical of first multiparty elections. The compilation of the voter lists was of particular 

concern. It was directly affected by issues of citizenship and residency, which relevant 

for the Chinese subset of the population. One area of concern was the fact that the 

Central Electoral Commission and its local subsidiaries, known as the “village 

committees” ruled that only about 60 percent of the total 77.9 Indonesians of appropriate 

age were deemed qualified to vote (Ibid, 106).  

Those shortcomings notwithstanding, the final results suggested that ethno-

cultural divisions did guide to some extent the way Indonesians voted. The Indonesian 

National Party (PNI) summoned the vote of the Javanese people, having obtained some 

84 percent of its seats from this group (Tinker and Walker 1956). However, the PNI was 

quintessentially secular, drawing support from all Indonesian ethnic groups and 

performing well in both diverse constituencies and homogeneous ones (Liddle 1970).   

The two major Muslim parties, Masjumi and NU, did not compete for each other’s votes, 

which reflects a political cleavage along religious lines within the Muslim community. 

Masjumi capitalized on the support of the residents of West Java, Sumatra and Sulawesi. 

NU was popular in East and Central Java. Finally, the Communist Party of Indonesia 

(PKI) was appealing to the working class votes within the Javanese, but also won a fair 

share of their support through patronage and clientelism. From an ethno-cultural 

perspective, the PKI was perhaps most instrumental in incorporating the Chinese 

minority in the country, which has historically been ostracized by the Muslim majority 

in Indonesia (Jesudason 1999).  
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Table 35: Distribution of Votes and Seats, 1955 Parliamentary Election4

District 

 

Seats 
Total 

PNI 
votes 

% 

PNI 
seats% 

Masjumi 
votes 

Masumi 
seats% 

NU 
votes% 

NU 
seats% 

PKI 
votes% 

PKI 
seats% 

          
Jakarta 6 26.6 16.7 35.2 33.3 21.1 16.7 16.9 16.7 

West Java 47 32.1 23.4 39.2 27.7 13.8 10.6 14.8 10.6 

Central Java 57 33.9 33.3 19.3 10.5 20.1 19.2 26.6 26.3 

East Java 58 25.1 24.1 12.4 12 36.5 34.5 25.9 24.1 

North Sumatra 16 24.7 18.8 47 38 6.8 6.3 21.3 25 
Central 

Sumatra 
11 3.7 0.0 82.2 54.5 5.1 0 9.1 9.1 

South Sumatra 10 20.3 20.0 53.0 40.0 10.3 10 16.4 10.0 
West 

Kalimantan 
4 22.6 25.0 60.5 25.0 13.9 0 3.0 0.0 

East 
Kalimantan 

3 29.8 0.0 41.4 0.0 20.4 0 8.5 0.0 

South 
Kalimantan 

6 4.6 0.0 37.6 33.3 55.8 50 2.0 0.0 

North-Central 
Sulawesi 

6 33.2 16.7 42.2 16.7 11.4 0 13.2 0.0 

South Sulawesi 14 6.1 7.1 56.8 35.7 27.6 14.3 9.6 0.0 

Maluku 3 19.8 0.0 75.3 33.3 0.0 0 4.9 0.0 
E. Nusa 

Tenggara 
8 27.7 12.5 63.6 12.5 8.2 0 0.5 0.0 

W. Nusa 
Tenggara 

8 51.4 37.5 29.4 25.0 11.5 12.5 7.7 0.0 

 

Two features are interesting about the distribution of votes and seats presented 

by the figure below. First, the degree of vote-seat proportionality is very high, as would 

be expected given the electoral formula. Perhaps more importantly, however, no single 

party monopolized a particular region. The votes were most equitably distributed 

among the four major parties in the big districts of Central Java, Jakarta, East Java and 

West Java, which accounted for 168 out of 260 parliamentary seats. Some smaller 

                                                      

4 Does not contain seat and vote share for minor parties. Source: Tinker and Walker (1956) 
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districts, such as East Kalimantan and North-Central Sulawesi, also displayed a very 

equitable distribution of votes among the four major parties. On the other hand, the 

most lopsided victories were observed in Central Sumatra, Maluku, East Nusa Tenggara 

and West Kalimantan.  Those were among the smallest electoral divisions in the country, 

holding merely 26 parliamentary seats. 

It is curious, if not particularly surprising, that the most populous regions that 

were also awarded the highest number of seats, were difficult for one party to dominate. 

This is reflective of the fact that those electoral districts themselves consisted of diverse 

and perhaps incompatible voter groups. It is nonetheless worthwhile perhaps to 

speculate how those results would have been different, given a different electoral 

formula. Assuming the most extreme scenario of maintaining the same size and 

boundaries of the largest electoral districts and the application of majoritarian electoral 

formula, West Java would have gone to Masjumi, East Java would have gone to NU and 

Centra Java would have gone to PNI. The very diverse nature of Indonesian society 

would have necessitated either the redivision of administrative units into much smaller 

districts or the use of PR to ensure the adequate representation of all voter groups. 

It is also possible, however, that ethno-religious divisions were simply not 

politically relevant across Indonesia and the equitable regional support across the main 

political parties reflects this. As suggested by the work by some of the most prominent 

scholars on Indonesia, such as Dwight King, William Liddle and Saiful Mujani, 

however, it is the case that the 1955 election was heavily influenced by religious and 
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ethnic regional differences (Liddle and Mujani 2000; King 2003). More specifically, 

Herbert Feith points to a few significant divisions that were among the main obstacles 

for creating a cohesive Indonesian society (Feith 2007). Some of those divisions were on 

the basis of national origin, which pitted Indonesians against Chinese, Arabs and 

Europeans.  Perhaps more importantly, substantial and lasting differences were found 

within the Indonesian community itself (Javanese, Sundanese, Malays, etc.).  According 

to the view put forward by this dissertation, therefore, allowing a multitude of political 

parties to be electorally viable was a beneficial thing to do in light of the country’s 

numerous ethnic groups, as well as its religious divisions.  

In summary, the events leading up to the 1955 legislative election shaped 

Indonesia as a parliamentary democracy with very low barriers to entry for political 

parties. Given the diverse nature of the country’s society, this was reflected by the 

numerous parties that won some seats in the legislature. However, the main political 

fractions that emerged reflected the secular, traditionalist and modernist Islam divisions 

within the country. Furthermore, smaller ethnic groups like the Chinese and religious 

groups like the Hindu and Christians were able to get parliamentary representation 

commensurate with their share of the population. As assessed qualitatively by Liddle, 

those divisions were reflected not only by the voter support for the particular parties, 

but also in their membership and leadership composition (Liddle 1970). For instance, 

members and leaders of the secular parties came from a wide subset of ethnic and 
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religious groups for PNI, PKI and Masjumi. The pool from which those were selected 

was much more constrained in the case of NU.  

6.6 Consolidation Failure: Decline in Political Order and “Guided 
Democracy” under Sukarno (1956-1966) 

Following the 1955 election, Indonesia struggled with parliamentary democracy. 

According to some, the 1950 institutions were inappropriately transplanted from 

Western Europe and failed to resonate with the most traditionalist circles within the 

Indonesian society (Lev 1966). Consequently, several conflicts that had largely remained 

dormant and were suppressed during colonialism and throughout the independence 

movement, shook the fledging Indonesian democracy.  

It is important to acknowledge that the turn for the worse immediately after the 

application of proportional representation during the first multiparty elections in the 

country could be seen as a significant challenge for the theory guiding this dissertation. 

One argument could indeed be that the electoral formula was ultimately unable to allay 

the fears of the smaller minority groups, in spite of granting them access to the country’s 

governance structures. Even more challenging to the theoretical framework tested here, 

one could claim that PR compartmentalized and solidified ethnicity and ultimately 

contributed to the political paralysis that took over the country in the years following 

the 1955 election. 

This unfortunate consequence, however, is very useful for illustrating an 

important theoretical distinction. The theory chapter included a substantial discussion of 
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elections versus the broader notion of democracy and claimed that these two are related 

but not synonymous. The 1955 Indonesian election and the events that followed 

illustrate this. On the one hand, it was free and fair and achieved very good 

representation by allowing a multitude of parties to enter parliament. On the other, it 

did not lead to stable democratic governance. In other words, the turn of events in 

Indonesia is a clear illustration why it is not always justified to the institutional effects of 

the electoral formula on political phenomena that are temporally separated from the 

election itself. In a similar vein, broad democracy indicators that mix elections with 

government stability or performance mask the precise causal mechanisms. In the case of 

Indonesia, the effects of the formula on elections, seen as beneficial by this project, did 

not translate into stable governance due to several negative tendencies, outlined below. 

 First, there was an increasing split between Java, where most of the political 

power was concentrated, and the outer islands. This rivalry had multiple dimensions, 

one of which was indeed ethnic (Lev 1966). The smaller outer islands grew increasingly 

concerned that a prolonged political domination on behalf of the Java would cause them 

to lose their ethnic identity. At that point in time, the ethnic Javanese constituted about 

45 percent of the total population.  

The second problem had ethnic undertones as well. The Indonesian military was 

itself divided along regional and ethnic lines (Kahin 1952). Those who were trained by 

the Dutch saw the army as a professional organization with limited political ambitions. 

Others had visions of a “people’s army” with clear political responsibilities even after 
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independence (Sajidiman 1959). This feeling was strengthened by the frequent use of the 

army to quell internal disturbances that were themselves of religious or ethnic nature – a 

tendency that instilled doubts the capacity of the civilian government to deal with such 

problems (Lev 1966).  

The third factor that contributed to the failure of the first Indonesian 

democratization attempt was the significant tension between the main political parties. 

Four main blocs formed that consisted of the secular and nationalist PNI, the Islamic 

Masjumi and NU, the Communist PKI and the minor parties (Ibid, 19). The main 

stereotypes with regards to those parties remained after the elections and there was little 

progress in terms of reconciling their differences in a way that would have allowed 

productive coalition-building. PNI was viewed as “elitist”, Masjumi and NU continued 

to reflect the modernist and traditionalist trends in Islam, respectively. Only the 

communists of PKI were able to appeal to a broader cross-cutting constituency of 

middle-class voters. 

Given these preconditions, a government was formed by the PNI, Masjumi, NU 

and some of the smaller parties under the leadership of the PNI-affiliated Prime Minister 

Ali Sastroamidjojo. A quick reference to the distribution of seats and the deep 

ideological differences between the coalition partners reveals why the first 

democratically elected Indonesian government did not stand a particularly high chance 

of survival. Three parties had to combine their seat share to achieve a majority in the 

283-seat parliament: PNI and Masumi both had 57 seats and NU had managed to get 45. 
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In addition, the government’s unity was ideologically compromised by the secularist-

nationalist versus Islamist and the within-Islamist religious split.  

 

The inability of the first election to yield a stable and ideologically coherent 

legislature was seen as a failure of parliamentarism and the Western democratic model – 

a view that the initially much less influential President Sukarno wholeheartedly 

embraced as soon as the government collapsed in March 1957. His political style became 

defined by the notion of “Guided Democracy”. It was, in essence, an unusual 

institutional setup, in which political parties played a much more minor role and most 

of the important decisions were taken by the National Council – a cabinet that operated 

under martial law, which was instituted on March 14, 1957 (Lev 1966). The so-called 

“mutual cooperation” cabinet was to consist of representatives of all main political 

parties (Van Der Kroef 1957). This governance body was supplemented by the National 

Advisory Council. Designed as a consultative body to the National Council, it was led 

by Sukarno and comprised of “functional” representatives of labor, agriculture, 

business, elite, youth, religious and women’s organizations. The Advisory Council also 

included regional and military representatives.  

Below the thin veneer of bolstering national unity in a time when democratic 

institutions failed, Sukarno’s idea of political order was guided by socialists beliefs that 

were most immediately evident in his statement that “West-Europe is the past, the 

United States it the present and the Soviet Union is the future” (Van Der Kroef 1957). 
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Unsurprisingly, the communist PKI quickly rose in prominence at the outset of “Guided 

Democracy”. At the same time, the broader strategies for achieving national unity 

proved to be quite impractical. As pointed out by Vice-President Hatta, who emerged as 

Sukarno’s chief critic, the idea of including a representative sample of all functional 

groups within the National Advisory Council was possible only in theory, since those 

groups were themselves internally divided. One such illustration came from the realm 

of organized labor, where functionalist groups were organized around communist, 

socialist and Islamist subdivisions (Ibid, 116).  

In spite of concerns about its constitutionality, the “Working Cabinet” of Prime 

Minister Djuanda Kartawidjaja was appointed by Sukarno on April 8, 1957. While 

Djuanda was himself not affiliated with any political party, his First and Second 

Deputies came from the PNI and NU, respectively. The most significant blow at the 

existing multiparty system, however, occurred with the 1959 edict on the 

“simplification” of the party system, issued by Sukarno, which dissolved all but ten of 

the existing parties (Liddle 1970).  

By the 1960s what started as “Guided Democracy” had begun to resemble an 

authoritarian regime: PKI had become the sole dominant political force in the country 

and Indonesia had established stable relationships with China and the communist 

world, at the expense of the ones with the Western countries and the United States in 

particular (Mortimer 1974). Membership in PKI-related youth, labor, women, academic 

and artistic organizations resembled a well-oiled political machine.  Towards the end of 
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1964, however, the economic conditions in the country started to deteriorate, partially as 

a result of international isolation (Mackie 1967). Sukarno himself looked weaker than 

usual after a prolonged treatment for kidney problems in Vienna.  

Most importantly, however, the army once again became a threat to civil order 

and Sukarno reacted to it by proposing that PKI civil supporters be armed in what 

became known as the formation of a “fifth force”. Throughout 1965, he proceeded to 

criticize the high command of the Indonesian army. This led to the emergence of 

Sukarno’s biggest rival and eventual new Indonesian leader, General Suharto. Following 

the killing of six senior army generals, Indonesia plunged into disarray and mass 

violence. Sukarto was deposed from office on March 12, 1967.  

As already suggested, the “Guided Democracy” period is of interest not so much 

due to the rule of Sukarno but because Indonesia had such a short democratic period 

after the free and fair elections of 1955. Before blaming this democratization failure on 

the electoral formula, however, two points are in order. First, the implementation of 

proportional representation and the subsequent good election did produce the effect 

anticipated by this project and this is reflected by the good electoral process. Second, it is 

perhaps too much to expect that this electoral formula will always bolster 

democratization. It is indeed the case, and Indonesia is an illustration of it, that PR can 

lead to highly fragmented legislatures. When it is impossible to form a coalition of 

ideologically related parties due to an unfavorable distribution of votes, governance 

crises are very likely to ensue. 
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Yet, as Jacques Bertrand reminds us, it is important to keep in mind how fragile 

and unstable critical junctures in politics are (Bertrand 2004). Political liberalization, such 

as the one that Indonesia experienced upon independence, leads to highly chaotic 

situations that make the likelihood of consolidation a highly unpredictable affair. But it 

is unclear that restricting party entry is the right strategy for dealing with potential 

political breakdown either. As illustrated by the case study of Nigeria, forcing pre-

electoral coalitions and majorities can significantly affect the electoral process itself and 

lead to substantial unrest, boycotts and violence. More importantly, it can lead to long-

lasting monopolization of the political scene by a single dominant party.  

6.7 The New Order and the Rule of Suharto (1967-1998) 

After ousting Sukarno, President Suharto assumed power in 1967. His three 

decades in power became known as the New Order – a period during which free 

multiparty competition did not exist. While Suharto defeated the authoritarian 

tendencies of Sukarno’s government, he did not reestablish multiparty democracy, but 

rather bolstered the military domination of the Indonesian political scene with the 

establishment of Golkar – a “functional group” that maintained its grip on power until 

the late 1990s (Suryadinata 2002). It is nonetheless important to discuss this period, 

because it demonstrates the link between restricted party entry and ethno-cultural 

polarization. The rest of this section introduces the modification of the political 

framework and its effect on elections across the Indonesian regions. It demonstrates that 

the one-party domination of the political system was especially problematic in some of 
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the more ethno-culturally diverse regions of Indonesia. There, polarization increased 

throughout the rule of Suharto.  

The main feature of the New Order regime that is of interest to this project is the 

restriction of party entry and competitiveness. While the proportional representation 

system remained in effect, its ability to achieve the familiar close correspondence 

between votes and seats and multipartyism was negated by Suharto. This process 

started with the introduction of two bills on elections on November 24, 1966, shortly 

after he assumed power. Those were called the “Bill on the Election relating to the 

Members of the MPR and DPR” and “Parties, Mass Organizations and Golongan Karya 

(Golkar) Bill”(Bustamam 1969).  

The two bills could be seen as indicative of the overall desire of Suharto to 

capitalize on popular disenchantment with multiparty democracy following the 1955 

election and limit the opposition. Initially, the adoption of a majoritarian, single-member 

district system electoral formula was proposed as one possible electoral reform 

(Suryadinata 2002), but that  move was met with significant opposition. Following this 

failure, Suharto restated his vision for the future of Indonesian politics by suggesting a 

system that was candidate-, rather than party-driven. More specifically, this system 

would require that candidates be residents of the constituency they ran for in an effort to 

bolster regional accountability. The reform proposals were discussed by the so-called 

Special Committee for Three Draft Laws, established on January 30, 1967 (Bustamam 

1969). However, no consensus could be reached by October 1969. Ultimately, the 
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electoral system that guided the 1971 election, the first under Suharto, was a mixture 

between proportional and district system and included provisions that sought to 

guarantee a balance between Java and the outer islands of Indonesia (Suryadinata 2002).  

The most notable changes included increasing the number of electoral districts 

from 15 to 26 and then 27 in 1982 (King 2003). To avoid the concentration of electoral 

mandates in Java, the authorities also did away with the method of determining district 

magnitude solely on the basis of population. A more complicated system was 

introduced that biased the seat allocation in favor of the peripheral territories, which 

resulted in under-representation of the central region and a significant over-

representation of the 16 non-Java regions. This made it easier for Golkar to mobilize 

voters outside of Java, according to Dwight King (King 2003).  

The most significant provision of the new electoral law had to do with 

constraining the ability of the opposition to freely form political parties. This continued a 

tendency that started under Sukarno in 1959 when he reduced the number of parties to 

ten. Suharto took this unfortunate provision to the next level by restricting the officially 

recognized parties to only three. The first included Golkar (Suharto’s functional group). 

The second was Islamist in nature and united four former political parties under the 

label “Partai Persatuan Pembangunan” (PPP). The third one was called Partai 

Demokrasi Indonesia (PDI) and included the secularist parties, such as the remnants of 

PNI, IPKI and three smaller parties. Candidates from the two opposition parties were 
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very carefully screened and the rates of disqualification were much higher for PPP and 

PDI, as opposed to Golkar (King 2003).  

Ideologically, there was not much difference between Golkar and the PDI. PPP, 

on the other hand, represented the more purist santri movement (Ibid, 31). All the other 

currents and voter clusters that had let to the emergence of some 28 political parties in 

the mid-fifties were in effect suppressed.  

Centripetalist theorists would have a favorable view of the attempt by Suharto to 

consolidate the political players into pre-electoral broader coalitions. After all, by 

reducing the number of parties to three, he simulated the effects of majoritarian or 

mixed electoral systems, thereby seemingly addressing the main problem that led to the 

collapse of the political system after 1955, which had to do with the highly fragmented 

and eventually deadlocked legislature. Centripetalist theories would predict that, 

following the restrictions to party formation under Suharto, the various currents would 

unite under the three political banners and work out their differences prior to forming a 

government – a precondition for a stable political system.  

Yet, both centripetalist and consociationalist theorists would perhaps claim that 

any institutional effects were irrelevant, given the firm grip on power that Suharto and 

Golkar instituted. Over the next six electoral cycles between 1971 and 1997, Golkar won 

between 62.80 (in 1971) and 74.51 (in 1997) percent of the vote through a comprehensive 

system of intimidation and manipulation (Suryadinata 1998). Yet, it is perhaps 

instructive to observe that the complete control of the system that Suharto achieved was 
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in part possible in a context of a low number of political parties. Indeed, some theorists 

have claimed that the consequences that parties experienced as a result of the electoral 

framework resembled majoritarianism very closely (Gaffar 1992). For example, Golkar 

benefitted from vote-seat disproportionality due to being the highest vote-getter in most 

electoral districts, whereas the PDI was on the receiving end of this effect, gathering a 

lower share of the seats than its vote share justified.  

Table 36: Seat Share Captured by Golkar, 1971-1997 

 1971 1977 1982 1987 1992 1997 
       

Seats/Share 236 / 
65.5% 

232 / 
64.4% 

242 / 
67.2% 

299 / 
74.5% 

282 / 
68.1% 

296 / 74% 

Analyzing electoral results during the New Order era is problematic. The 

playing field was substantially tilted in favor of Golkar, which controlled the General 

Election Institute – Indonesia’s electoral body. This dominance translated to its local 

subsidiaries, the Village Election Committees, which oversaw the procedural aspects of 

the polls (King 2003). In spite of the suspicion of alteration of the results, however, an 

analysis of the vote share for the three parties across the 27 electoral districts is 

informative, as there is substantial regional variation.  

For simplicity, support that Golkar commanded in terms of vote share can be 

divided into three groups – very high (average of 75% and above), high (average 

between 60% and 75%), and moderate (below 60%). Suharto’s party struggled to be fully 

dominant in the diverse, highly educated and richer areas of Jakarta and Java. Golkar 

also did poorly in Sumatra, where a significant Islam-Christian split existed. It 
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underperformed in the highly ethnically polarized regions of Kalimantan and Maluku as 

well.  

Table 37: Average Golkar Support (in %), 1971-19975

Moderate Support  

 

High Support Very High Support  
   

Jakarta 49.3 

Aceh 50.4 

Central Java 59.2 

East Java 60.5 
 

East Kalimantan 62.2 
Yogyakarta 63.3 
South 
Kalimantan 64.5 
South Sumatra 67 
West 
Kalimantan 68.1 
West Java 69.9 
North Sumatra 71.1 
Maluku 72.0 
West Sumatra 72.4 
W. Nusa 
Tenggara 72.9 

 

Riau 75.1 
Lampung 77.4 
Central 
Sulawesi 81.0 
North 
Sulawesi 82.0 
Bengkulu 82.5 
Central 
Kalimantan 83.0 
Bali 86.0 
South 
Sulawesi 87.3 
Jambi 88.1 
E. Nusa 
Tenggara 88.1 
Irian Jaya 89.5 
East Timor 90.1 
SE Sulawesi 95.7 

 

 

Most notably perhaps, Golkar did really poorly in the radical Islamic district of 

Aceh, losing the region to the PPP on two occasions in 1977 and 1982, but regaining 

control after 1987. Aceh has historically been a radical Islam stronghold. Its polarization 

became a tendency that was particularly strengthened with the implementation of the 

New Order provisions, which essentially disbanded the  Islamist Masjumi party and 

                                                      

5 Source: King, D. (2003). Half-Hearted Reform: Electoral Institutions and the Struggle for Democracy in 
Indonesia. New York, Praeger. 
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really galvanized the Aceh population (Haris 2004). The Minorities at Risk project 

started to closely track the level of discrimination and repression in Aceh in 1990. It 

provides substantial details about the growing opposition in the region to the 

government. In the early 1990s, violence erupted as a reaction Suharto’s policy to settle 

Javanese in Aceh in hopes to dilute the ratio of natives and protests remained high 

throughout the 1990s (Minorities at Risk Project 2011). 

With the exception of the two instances of conceding Aceh, however, Golkar 

came up as the overall winner in every single electoral district during the New Order 

period. This was, without a doubt, primarily due to the complete control it had over the 

electoral and political apparatus of Indonesia. It was also due, especially in the districts 

where it attracted a relatively low vote share, due to the majoritarian tendencies 

exhibited by the electoral system in the country. The theory of the contingent effect of 

the electoral formula would expect greatest dissatisfaction in precisely those 

administrative units where Golkar was not that popular but nonetheless came out 

victorious, since the underlying voter preferences were not properly reflected or 

represented by a single party. 

Based on the voting patterns identified above, it is hardly surprising that areas 

that had significant ethno-cultural and religious divisions also showed the lowest 

support for Golkar. It is, however, quite disconcerting that those areas were subjected to 

continuous political discrimination by Suharto’s regime. Systematic evidence from the 

last decade of Golkar rule shows that ethno-cultural differences were exacerbated 
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significantly as a result of this political exclusion. Research by Peter Kreuzer, for 

instance, reveals that the levels of collective violence spiked tremendously starting in the 

nineties, as measured by the number of people killed in collective violence and attacks 

towards Christian churches (Kreuzer 2002). This spike in unrest, according to Kreuzer, 

was led by ethnic and religious differences in Maluku, Aceh, Central Kalimantan, 

Jakarta, Central Sulawesi and West Kalimantan. Among those, only Central Sulawesi 

was a district where Golkar enjoyed comfortable victories since it assumed power. In his 

discussion of the methods for diffusing those ethnic and religious differences, Kreuzer 

provides and argument that is very much along the lines of the theory advanced by this 

project as well. More specifically, he states that parliamentary representation of regional, 

ethnic and religious interests within a consociational frame of elite bargaining should 

have been used instead (Ibid, 27).  

While it is certainly possible to relate increasing religious polarization with the 

restrictive electoral framework implemented by Suharto, this should not be accepted as 

the only possible explanation. There were other mechanisms that operated alongside 

and their effect was perhaps even more direct. More specifically, Suharto was 

tremendously suspicious of the PKI and the communists that had enjoyed a particularly 

prominent position in Indonesia under Sukarno. To counter any possibility of 

communist revival under the New Order, therefore, Suharto stressed religiosity as one 

of the pillars of his regime (Bertrand 2004). He consequently implemented a requirement 

for religious affiliation to be printed on each citizen’s personal identification card. In 
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addition, the lower levels of support in Jakarta, Central and East Java could be attributed 

to the much higher level of sophistication and education among voters there than in the 

outer provinces6

This dynamic not only sharpened religious cleavages but also exacerbated 

tensions within regions and even within religions. For instance, the Islamic community, 

formerly on the side of Suharto due to his anti-communist stance, did not receive the 

freedoms they were hoping for once the New Order was consolidated. The diversity of 

Islamic followers, which consisted of traditionalists and modernists, abangan and santri, 

was restricted under Suharto. He banned the influential Masjumi party and later even 

curbed the NU, which he saw as a threat to his regime and forced all the Muslim 

currents to unite under the banned of the Development Unity Party (PPP) (Ibid, 75). 

Islamic pluralism was ultimately replaced with Pancasila, which stipulated belief in 

.   

This emphasis on religion had a profound effect on the Indonesian society, 

according to Jacques Bertrand, as it led to adoption of religion by former secularists and 

even switches to different religions by moderately observing groups of people. 

Conversions to Christianity were the highest, especially among former animists and 

Confucianists. The latter were representatives of the Chinese minority, who feared that 

their original belief system was closely associated with communism. Conversions to 

Christianity were also common among the mildly Muslim abangan of Java (Ibid, 74).  

                                                      

6 This point was made by Bill Liddle in a private correspondence with the author. 
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God, but was largely vague in terms of the meaning or denomination of this belief 

system.  

Since Pancasila applied to all currents within Indonesia, it had a profound effect 

on the Christian community as well. Catholics and Protestant parties were forced to 

unite with nationalists under the banned of the Democratic Party of Indonesia (PDI) in 

1975 (Bertrand 2004). When combined with the dissatisfaction among Muslims for the 

conversions to Christianity, Suharto’s policies were a recipe for the aggravation of 

religious tensions. They followed in short order, with flare-ups of violence and unrest in 

Aceh, West and Central Java throughout the 1960s.  

A database compiled by Ashutosh Varshney and coauthors is useful for 

presenting even more systematic evidence that ethnic and religious polarization 

increased throughout Suharto’s regime and that is was particularly acute in the areas 

where the quasi-majoritarian electoral framework led to the greatest vote-seat 

disproportionality. From 1990 to 2003, the proportion of deaths as a result of collective 

violence was highest in a familiar set of regions: Maluku, West Kalimantan, Jakarta, 

Central Kalimantan, Central Sulawesi, West Java, East Java and Central Java. The 

proportion of violent incidents, regardless of deaths, was highest in West Java, followed 

by East Java, central Java, Maluku and South Sulawesi (Varshney, Panggabean et al. 

2004). According to the authors, ethnic and religious violence did indeed increase 

significantly under Suharto and it was in most instances perpetrated by the state itself 

(Ibid, 17). 
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But this unrest did not permeate the country throughout – rather, some 85.5 

percent of the violent incidents occurred in areas that contained merely 6.5 percent of the 

population (Ibid, 18). To explain this striking variation, Varshney and his coauthors side 

with an argument first put forward by Jacques Bertrand (Bertrand 2004). He suggests 

that violence erupted during critical junctures when the authoritarian regime was no 

longer able to suppress discontent. Ultimately, it is those dynamics that explain Chinese 

unrest in Kalimantan, as well as Muslim-Christian violence in Maluku, Central Sulawesi 

and Java (Varshney, Panggabean et al. 2004).  

Two provinces where Golkar did quite well were also key in terms of ethnic and 

religious polarization and should be mentioned here. Those were East Timor and Irian 

Jaya, which, according to the vote shares listed above, seemed to have been 

overwhelmingly supportive of Golkar. However, these were both regions that suffered 

from tremendous levels of unrest and tried to secede for some time under Suharto 

(Bertrand 2004). While Aceh was part of Indonesia since Independence, East Timor was 

taken by force by the Indonesian army in 1975 and had a sizeable Christian population 

(Ibid, 189). A similar situation was observed in Irian Jaya (Papua as of 2007), where the 

majority of the population was Christian as well.   

To wrap up the discussion of the New Order regime and its place in this 

dissertation, it is perhaps worthwhile to reiterate several crucial and interrelated 

elements. First among them is the emergence of an electoral formula that was 

proportional in name only and majoritarian in effect. The PR method, which was 
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adopted upon independence, was completely negated by the three-party model 

instituted by Suharto. Second, Golkar was able to significantly tilt the playing field in its 

own favor, coming as the overall winner across the Indonesian regions in all but two 

occasions (both of which in Aceh). Yet, this dominance was not always extreme and 

some variation was observed. Golkar, incidentally, enjoyed the lowest support in the 

regions that had underlying ethnic or religious tensions. Finally, due to the inability of 

ethno-religiously diverse regions to achieve adequate representation for all the disparate 

voter groups given the political setup of the country, polarization across those two 

dimensions increased significantly throughout the thirty or so years of authoritarian 

governance. This is illustrated by the spike in religious and ethnic violence in those 

regions. In this sense, the story of electoral institutions and increasing polarization in 

Indonesia under Suharto is not so much about the effect of institutions, but rather about 

their relative futility. The process of increasing religious tensions as a result of lack of 

institutionalization and personalistic politics quickly deteriorated into a chaotic fighting 

between various religious groups and increasing dissatisfaction with the New Order 

regime (Bertrand 2004).   

Yet, before attributing the fall of Suharto solely to the sharpening of the religious 

divisions within Indonesia, it is important to point out that there are alternative views. 

Bill Liddle7

                                                      

7 View shared in a personal exchange with the author.  

 attributes the collapse of the New Order to the significant economic 

downturn, which challenged his track record of sustained economic growth. Others 
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attribute the success of the opposition and dissident movements to the emergence of 

cross-class coalitions (Aspinall 2005). In a sense, such explanations are better suited to 

deal with the timing of the collapse of the New Order, which occurred after a sudden, 

but severe economic downturn in 1998, which affected the middle class profoundly. 

However, even Aspinall acknowledges that this claim is not so clear-cut: the middle 

class was historically small and not clearly in favor of democratization (Ibid, 263). One 

additional alternative explanation is the increasing disunity within the army – another 

key partner of Suharto throughout his rule (Ibid, 267). It is likely that all those factors 

taken together provide a comprehensive explanation of why Suharto fell better than one 

of them taken in isolation. In light of the following section, which discusses where 

Golkar suffered the greatest electoral losses following the collapse of the New Order, it 

can be stated with some confidence that ethnic and religious polarization was indeed a 

significant driver of political change in Indonesia. 

6.8 The Beginning of the Reformasi Era (1998-2004) 

In 1998, Suharto’s regime came under severe pressure, which was the result of 

systematic human rights violations and an abrupt deterioration of the country’s 

economic situation after 1997, which led to food shortages, significant unemployment 

and high levels of crime throughout the country (US Department of State 1999). 

Separatist movements had gotten a firm hold of Aceh, East Timor and Irian Jaya, where 

violent clashes were frequent. Jakarta was the scene of constant university protests, 

which culminated with the death of four students on May 12, shortly after Suharto made 
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the unwise decision to run for re-election and won. In the Maluku Islands, Mulsim-

Christian strife continued and West Kalimantan was persistently torn by a conflict 

between the indigenous Dayak and Malay population and Madurese migrants (NDI 

1999). More generally, from 1998 to the early 2000s, ethnic and religious violence went 

up significantly (Crouch 2010). 

 

Figure 16: 1999 Parliamentary Election Winners, by Province 

The former Vice President under Suharto, B. J. Habibie, took over the country’s 

highest post after the former was removed from power. In spite of being linked to the 

authoritarian regime, he seemed to have a more adequate grasp of the gravity of the 

political situation and engaged in a series of pro-democratic reforms. Among them was 

the passing of the Political Parties Law, which restored the ability of parties to freely 

form and compete for political influence (Crouch 2010). Further reforms included the 

establishment of the Independent National Election Commission (KPU), the de-

politicization of civil servants and the end of the ban on former communist members 
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from voting (ANFREL 1999). 462 of the 500 members of the legislature (People’s 

Representative Council, or DPR) were directly elected using proportional 

representation. However, The remaining 38 seats were reserved for religious groups, 

Independence veterans, economic, woman’s ethnic minority representatives, among 

others (Ibid, 18).  

Indonesia held its first multiparty elections since 1955 on June 7, 1999. A total of 

48 parties ran for office and several broad trends are worth pointing out, as they reflect 

the demand of voters and political entrepreneurs for a more pluralist landscape. The 

first had to do with the resurrection of the split within the Islamic community and the 

formation of five Islamic parties (Suryadinata 2002).  

The newly-formed parties exhibited an interesting pattern of contiguity and 

change, when compared to the ones that contested the 1955 election. The nationalist-

secularist PDI, which was an artificial conglomerate of political currents under Suharto, 

quickly splintered into no less than five separate parties (PDI, PDI-P, PNI-Massa 

Marhaen, PNI-Front Marhaenis, and PNI-Supeni). The secular pole also contained the 

Justice and Unity Party (PNP) – a Golkar splinter (NDI 1999). Overall, the quick 

proliferation of parties was indicative of the high number of underlying cleavages and 

the absurdity of the three-bloc system instituted by Suharto in this context of significant 

diversity and polarization.  

Megawati Sukarnoputri’s Indonesian Democratic Party for the Struggle (PDI-P) 

was able to capture the greatest share of the parliamentary seats. It won 153 of them, as 
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opposed to 120 by Golkar and 51 by PKB. 138 seats went to smaller parties. It is curious 

to observe that the regions that most readily switched hands from Golkar to the 

opposition, once party entry was no longer restricted and the playing field was leveled, 

were also the ones where polarization was highest throughout the New Order period 

and where Golkar barely eked out victories during the previous three decades of 

authoritarian rule. The Islamic United Development Party (PPP) quickly captured the 

disillusioned province of Aceh, bolstered by its long-lasting criticism of Golkar for being 

anti-Muslim (Elson 1992).  Overall, of the ten provinces where the average support for 

Golkar throughout the New Order was 70 percent or below8

The election monitoring reports from 1999 paint an unclear picture of incidents 

of fraud. As is often the case, evidence is anecdotal and unsystematic. According to 

ANFREL, one of the organizations that performed a thorough evaluation of the process, 

the poll was generally orderly and most incidents occurred in districts with a history of 

conflicts (ANFREL 1999). Those ranged from clashes between political party supporters 

to instances of vote-buying and clientelism and abuse of government resources. In 

, only South and West 

Kalimantan went to Golkar, six went to PDIP and one went to PKB and PPP each. At the 

same time, Golkar did quite well in the majority of the remaining provinces that were 

not as polarized. 

                                                      

8 As revealed earlier, those include Jakarta, Aceh, Central Java, East Java, East Kalimantan, Yogyakarta, 
South Kalimantan, South Sumatra, West Kalimantan and West Java.  
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addition, due to the significant security problems in Aceh and East Timor, ANFREL 

refused to issue a statement about the integrity of the electoral process there (Ibid, 95).  

It is unfortunately impossible to get any sort of systematic measure of fraud 

based on the largely anecdotal report by ANFREL. In a rather convoluted manner, the 

organization suggests that Golkar gave monetary bonuses and other forms of monetary 

incentives in “some universities in key cities” (Ibid, 39). Some more specific incidents are 

mentioned as well. In the pre-election period, registration problems for some 40,000 

displaced people were observed in Bali and North Borneo (Ibid, 41). Election-day 

violations included active campaigning by all major parties (Golkar, PAN, PDI-P and 

PPP) in Jakarta, South Sulawesi and West Nusa Tenggara (Ibid, 38). Violent clashes by 

party supporters were seen in Jakarta and Bali (Ibid, 39). In addition, the level of 

violence in Aceh discouraged voters from showing up to the polls. Procedural problems 

on election-day cannot be localized based on ANFREL’s account either. Late opening 

and closing of polling stations was seen in Central Java and Sumatra. Lack of polling 

staff caused some problems in South and North Sulawesi (Ibid, 44). Late delivery or 

non-delivery of polling materials was observed across the board in West Java, 

Jogjakarta, East and West Nusa Tenggara, Aceh and Sumatra (Ibid, 44). Spoiled or 

problematic ballots were observed in West Kalimantan and North Sulawesi (Ibid, 45).  

The report by the other major organization that monitored the 1999 election, 

IFES, is even less specific. The mission that IFES sent was relatively limited, as it only 

fielded observers in nine provinces: South and West Sumatra, South, West and East 
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Kalimantan, Maluku, East Nusa Tenggara, Central and North Sulawesi (IFES 1999). 

According to IFES, the pre-election period was extremely orderly. Yet, administrative 

problems, such as late distribution of materials, were observed in North Sulawesi and 

South Sumatra (Ibid, 7). On election-day, IFES reported no incidents of intimidation and 

harassment, except for police interventions in South Sumatra. Overcrowding was also 

detected in West Kalimantan. West and South Kalimantan are the only regions 

specifically named as having had some difficulties during vote counting, but in neither 

was an illustration of systematic fraud that threatened the integrity of the polls (Ibid, 9-

10).  

ANFREL’s claim that incidents of electoral manipulation or shortcomings were 

observed predominantly in the historically problematic areas of the country deserves 

some discussion, as it is somewhat challenging to the theory behind this project. More 

specifically, it is inconsistent with the clear prediction that PR will manage to soothe 

differences and yield a good election regardless of the levels of ethno-cultural 

polarization across the country. However, from the recap of violations observed above 

and from reading reports in-depth, it does not become immediately clear that those 

problems were concentrated exclusively or even primarily in ethno-religiously polarized 

regions. While ANFREL concluded that the election was “far from being truly 

democratic and fair” it nonetheless stressed the immense importance of holding 

multiparty elections after a 44-year breakdown of democratic order. On the other hand, 

IFES’s report does deliver a much more positive overall evaluation of the polls. Perhaps 
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more importantly, it is worth keeping in mind Jacques Bertrand’s warning, mentioned 

earlier in the chapter, that ethno-cultural tensions tend to show temporary increases 

around critical junctures and the New Order collapse is indeed one such key moment in 

Indonesia’s history.  

Finally, it is true that the PR electoral formula cannot be fully credited for the 

seismic reconfiguration of the political powers in Indonesia after the collapse of the New 

Order regime. After all, the improved electoral fortunes of the opposition parties are 

primarily due to the collapse of the authoritarian regime, which was a combination of 

domestic and international pressures. Domestically, student, dissident and NGO groups 

played a significant role (Aspinall 2005). International pressure was also present, as 

signified by the involvement of international monitors and other organizations as early 

as 1996 (Kelley forthcoming). Paying attention to the interaction between ethno-cultural 

polarization and the electoral formula is nonetheless important for at least two reasons. 

First, as the 1999 election illustrates, being aware of the regions with greatest 

polarization allows us to predict with relative precision where an authoritarian party is 

most likely to come on the losing end, should the electoral formula change. Second, it 

also makes it possible to theorize where the political process will see the greatest 

improvement, should a favorable institutional reform occur. The first expectation is very 

decisively illustrated by the account of events this section has presented – Golkar 

suffered heavy defeats in the overwhelming majority of districts that were polarized.  
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The second one seems to have been, in fact, at least partially falsified: some 

election monitors claim that more electoral shortcomings were observed in historically 

problematic areas. This seems to suggest that the PR formula did not manage to lead to 

problem-free election across both the polarized and non-polarized regions of Indonesia. 

There are two potential responses to such an accusation. The first has to do with timing: 

the first democratic election in Indonesia in more than four decades was held about a 

year after the collapse of the repressive regime of Suharto, which was barely sufficient 

time for conflicts to abate. Democratic liberalization introduces two counter-acting 

tendencies. On the one hand, it offers mechanisms for interest aggregation and 

representation through institutional means that are expected to have a beneficial effect. 

On the other, it unleashes pre-existing tensions that have typically been kept in check by 

the preceding non-democratic regime. The second reaction has to do with the degree of 

problems: the three regions where tensions were highest were also the ones that were 

profoundly opposed or disassociate from the notion of Indonesia as a country. This was 

certainly the case in East Timor, which seceded at the first opportunity in 1999. This 

comes to show that there might be no democratic institution powerful enough to deal 

with certain differences.  

This is not to say that whether or not PR was used for translating votes into seats 

would not have mattered. The sheer number of parties that emerged once barriers to 

entry were dropped seems to indicate that the demand for political representation 

through separate parties did indeed exist in Indonesia. Further, beyond the three most 



 

 

278 

problematic provinces, there is no conclusive evidence, at least in secondary sources, 

that fraud was considerably higher in the more polarized regions or it was marginally 

more substantial at best – an observation that is consistent with the theoretical 

expectations laid out in this project.  

6.9 Politics as Usual? The 2004 Election 

While the 1999 election was prepared under severe pressure, by 2004 Indonesia 

had entered a stage of “politics as usual”, according to Harold Crouch (Crouch 2010). In 

the period between the 1999 and 2004 polls, Indonesia had indeed consolidated and 

amended its electoral framework. With a constitutional change, direct presidential 

elections were implemented. Influenced by the parties that held seats in the DPR, the 

Department of Home Affairs undertook a substantial overhaul of the electoral 

legislation (Ibid, 63). One of the main splits had to do with the amendment of the 

electoral formula used in the country – an issue that is continuing until the present. The 

presence of disagreement over the electoral formula is hardly surprising – after all, after 

both the 1955 and 1999 parliamentary elections, the application of PR had failed to 

nominate a clear winner. This was particularly consequential in 1955, when, as already 

mentioned, the fragmented legislature led to disillusionment on behalf of the citizenry 

and allowed Sukarno to take over.  

In its early stage, the debate on the reform of the electoral formula was focused 

on the propensity of the closed-list PR system to suppress local accountability and make 

candidates more interested in pleasing the central party offices in Jakarta, rather than 
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their respective local constituencies. This suggestion was initially opposed by the two 

largest parties, the PDI-P and Golkar, and was supported by smaller parties (Ibid, 64). 

However, Golkar subsequently tried to push for the adoption of single-member 

constituencies, corresponding to the country’s 400 administrative districts. It was widely 

believed that this would benefit Golkar, which enjoyed substantial support in the small 

outer provinces, while hurting the PDI-P and PKB, which had the populous Javanese 

regions as their strongholds. After the debates were over, the PR formula was kept, but 

its closed-list format was somewhat amended: voters had to first select their favorite 

party and then had the option to reorder the candidates. If they did not do so, the 

original party lists were followed. In practice, this reform did not change the behavior 

and outcomes drastically, as most voters continued to support first and foremost parties 

and did not take advantage of the option to reorder candidates (Crouch 2010). 

Two different reforms, however, had a much more significant impact on the 

distribution of seats in Indonesia and directly addressed the aforementioned problem of 

party fragmentation. According to the new regulations the largest provinces were 

effectively split into smaller electoral districts not to exceed 12 seats each. This had a 

profound impact in Java, where the West, Central and East provinces were divided into 

10 electoral districts each after the reform was implemented. Secondly, to discourage 

exclusively local parties from entering the national legislature, a new provision was 

adopted that required parties to have offices in two-third of the provinces in Indonesia, 

up from one-third in 1999.  
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The reforms had the anticipated effects: 24, or exactly half of the parties that 

competed in 1999, contested the 500 DPR seats on Election Day, which was on April 5, 

2004. Interestingly, all of the major parties that held seats after the 1999 election, lost 

substantial ground and minor or newly-formed parties increased their vote share. This 

comes to show, perhaps, that the reforms were able to reduce the amount of irrelevant 

political formations, while still providing a multitude of options for the diverse and 

somewhat polarized Indonesian electorate. Golkar came in as the overall winner with 

21.6 percent of the votes and 23 percent of the seats (129 seats). PDI-P’s support fell from 

33.8 percent to 18.5 percent, which warranted 20 percent of the seats (108). PKB was able 

to get only 10.6 percent of the votes and 9 percent of the seats. The PPP got 8 percent of 

the votes and 10 percent of the seats. The newcomers were the PD (Democrat Party), 

which was formed in 2001 and got 56 seats (10 percent), after getting 7 percent of the 

nationwide vote. The PKS, or the Prosperous Justice Party, got 43 seats, while the PAN, 

the National Mandate Party, got 53 seats.  

According to the Comparative National Election Project, which provides a 

plethora of information on the 2004 election, the seven parties displayed a wide 

variation in terms of their electoral strategy and support base (Liddle, Mujani et al. 

2006). Using a typology developed by Gunther and Diamond (Diamond and Gunther 

2001), they classify Golkar and PDI-P as electoralist, catch-all parties. PKB is classified as 

catch-all with a traditionalist Islamic base, while the PAN represents the modernist 

Islamic base. PPP continued to be a more radical Islamic organization that did not fit the 
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typology well. The PD was classified as electoralist-personalistic and the PKS as mass-

based and denominational.  

The substantial variation in terms of the parties’ support base and strategies 

contrasts somewhat to the lack of differentiation in terms of the parties’ ideological 

positions. Using a traditional 0-10 scale from left to right, Liddle and his co-authors 

suggest that six of the seven parties were centrist and were located at the “4” or “5” 

mark, while Golkar is the most right-leaning one, having received a score of “7”.  

This finding is somewhat informative. If elections were guided purely by cross-

class coalitions and voter clusters were based on economic preferences, rather than more 

stable identities, such as religion or ethnicity, we would expect a more polarized 

ideological distribution of parties. It seems that, however, voter groups in Indonesia 

were indeed still structured to a certain extent on the bases of religion. This was 

especially the case for PKB, PPP and PKS, whereas Golkar, PDI-P and PD were more 

secularist than religious (Ibid, 5). Yet, the links between major religious movements and 

electorally viable parties are quite evident, as revealed by the report. The Nahdlatul 

Ulama (NU) was a religious organization that had 40 million members, constituting 17.4 

percent of the population. The NU had its own party in 1955 and was connected to the 

traditionalist (Sunni) Islamic movement. In 2004, it was strongly supportive of the PKB 

(Ibid, 13). Muhammadiyah, another religious movement, had 35 million members, or 

15.2 percent of the population. They were classified as reformist Islamists that were 

influential across the entire territory of Indonesia and stood firmly behind the PAN. The 
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Catholic minority of Indonesia, which numbered about 3 percent of the country’s 

population, was united under the banner of the Bishop’s Conference of Indonesia (KWI), 

but did not support a  particular party. Its counterpart, which represented the 

Protestants, stood behind the PDS (Prosperous Peace Party). The Buddhist and Hindu 

movements did not have a direct link to a political party (Ibid, 14). 

Proportional representation, and the wide variety of parties it provided, seems to 

have been the correct institutional design for Indonesia. This is so due to several 

findings presented above. First, there were strong and largely exclusive links between 

certain major parties and the sizeable religious currents. Second, parties positioned 

themselves ideologically in a way that reveals very little variation along the left-right 

dimension – further evidence that religion trumped the Western model of programmatic 

competition. This suggests that it was very likely for voter groups to request their own 

political parties, rather than work with other groups that were so different in their 

religious views. Second, the low level of regional concentration of certain currents points 

to the possibility of exclusion of large groups of the population under more restrictive 

electoral formulas. Muhammadiyah, for instance, had followers across the entire 

territory of Indonesia and its membership encompassed more than 17 percent of the 

Indonesian population. The party they supported, the PAN, was electorally viable under 

PR rules, but would almost certainly have been fully irrelevant under majortiarianism – 

a disturbing proposition in a country that had a history of religious tensions.  
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To further evaluate the extent to which PR was necessary and beneficial for the 

fledging Indonesian democracy, in the remaining portions of this section I take look at 

public opinion data and electoral evaluations by foreign organizations, both of which 

are conveniently available for 2004. Public opinion data is used to establish that voting 

patterns are indeed influenced first and foremost by ethnic and religious considerations, 

as opposed to economic or ideological considerations. Monitoring reports are then 

utilized to illustrate that elections were of similar (and acceptable) quality across the 

country, regardless of the extent to which ethnicity and religion are polarized 

Table 38: Patterns of Support for Main Parties (Ethno-Religious vs. 
Programmatic), 2004 Election 

  PAN PBB PDIP Golkar PKB PKS PPP 

VARIABLES 
       

        ethnicity 0.02 -0.07 0.14*** -0.09** 0.19*** -0.007 -0.05 

 
[0.05] [0.05] [0.04] [0.04] [0.04] [0.04] [0.04] 

religion -0.93*** -0.82** 1.39*** 0.29 -1.18*** -0.72** -1.39*** 

 
[0.33] [0.34] [0.28] [0.27] [0.33] [0.34] [0.33] 

economy -0.07 -0.00 -0.20** 0.09 0.02 0.15 -0.15 

 
[0.10] [0.11] [0.09] [0.09] [0.10] [0.10] [0.10] 

Polit. Sit. 0.15 0.18 0.08 -0.12 0.08 0.18* 0.02 

 
[0.10] [0.11] [0.09] [0.09] [0.10] [0.10] [0.10] 

democratic sat. 0.06 -0.15 -0.26* -0.02 -0.24* -0.03 -0.08 

 
[0.14] [0.16] [0.14] [0.13] [0.13] [0.14] [0.14] 

        Constant -3.77*** -4.92*** -1.57*** -1.60*** -3.07*** -2.34*** -3.99*** 

        Observations 549 534 571 576 556 531 551 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
      

The regression table above utilizes data for the 2004 Indonesian elections from 

the Comparative National Election Project, mentioned earlier. Its purpose is to provide 
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partial evidence in favor of the position taken in this section that Indonesian voter used 

ethnicity and religion to a greater extent when deciding which party to vote for than 

economic or political evaluations that are typically associated with mature democracies. 

Each column represents the extent to which respondents have felt close to each of the 

seven major parties in 2004. The variable is coded on a 1-4 scale and lower values reflect 

a greater affinity for the party in question. The main independent variables are recoded 

from the original dataset. “Ethnicity” represents the ethnic group the respondent 

belongs to, ordered from the largest to smallest:  Java (41.7%)9, Lainnya (23.86), Sunda 

(16.86), Bugis (4.75), Batak (3.68), Melayu (3.14), Madura (2.78), Minang (2.15)and Betawi 

(1.08). According to this coding rule, Java is coded as “1” and Betawi as a “9” with the 

other seven groups coming in between. The same approach is used for coding religion, 

which represents Islam (88.56 percent10

                                                      

9 Percentages reflect share of the particular group within the sample of the dataset and is not necessarily 
representative of the actual breakdown within Indonesia.  
10 Ideally, the variable for Islam would have been much more nuanced and reflective of the within-Islam 
splits, described earlier. This is admittedly a very crude measure of religion.  

), Protestantism (7.15), Catholicism (2.50), 

Hinduism (1.34), as well as the even smaller Buddhism, Confucianism and Other.  In 

other words, the two variables reflect whether the respondent belongs to the dominant 

ethnicity or religion. A significant coefficient in the regression reflects both this majority-

minority dynamic, as well as whether the different categories have a bearing on the way 

people vote. 
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The remaining three variables represent the counter-argument that suggests that 

voting is influenced by economic and political evaluations, as well as the level of 

satisfaction with a democratic regime. The first two are coded on a 1-5 scale and higher 

values indicate a better evaluation of the situation. The same logic is applied to the level 

of satisfaction with democratic governance, but there the scale fluctuates between “1” 

and “4”. On the basis of this information, I run ordered logit models, presented by the 

table above.  

The results reflect a very clear tendency: ethno-religious identities seem to be 

considerably more important than economic, political and democratic governance 

evaluations in the way Indonesians voted in 2004. In particular, being from the Muslim 

religious majority is associated with greater support for the PAN, PBB, PKB, PKS, and 

PPP and lower support for the PDI-P. It is not clear whether there is any relationship 

between religiosity and support for Golkar. This result, as well as the patterns for 

support of PDI-P, make a lot of sense, considering PDI-P’s secularist, catch-all nature, as 

well as Golkar’s frictions with the Islamic community throughout the New Order. 

Ethnicity is less influential as an explanatory variable, but still seems to have influenced 

the patterns of voting for PDI-P, Golkar, and PKB. 

The remaining three independent variables are far less powerful in terms of their 

capacity to explain patterns of party support. Negative evaluations of the economic 

situation influence only the way voters view PDI-P: the negative coefficient suggests that 

when respondents thought highly of the country’s economic performance, they were 
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more likely to vote for PDI-P. This finding is not without meaning: after all, PDI-P was 

the incumbent during the 1999-2004 period and such an expectation is not unwarranted. 

The significance of the economic variable still does not trump the role that ethnicity and 

religion have on PDI-P, however, and is without any explanatory power when it comes 

to the remaining six parties.  

Establishing religion and, to a lesser extent, ethnicity as powerful predictors of 

the way Indonesians have voted in 2004 addresses a debate among experts on the 

politics of the country. According to Liddle and Mujani, for instance, leadership and 

party ID have replaced religion as the best explanation for voting patterns in the country 

(Liddle and Mujani 2007). This presents a stark contrast with other studies that see a 

greater continuity between the religious differences that determined the vote in 1955 and 

the democratic elections in 1999 and onwards (King 2003).  

The view taken here is that party identification, leadership and religion are not 

necessarily mutually exclusive. After all, a party that has historically represented a 

particular voter group will nonetheless enjoy their unwavering support, but if that voter 

group is formed on the basis of religion, the difference between party identification and 

religion as causes for support will be washed away. Similarly, identifying a political 

activist as having strong leadership, when he or she has led by activating and cultivating 

religious cleavages is another way of saying that leadership thrives in contexts of 

meaningful religious divisions.  
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The importance of this question for this study is obvious. It would be 

problematic if the ethno-religious cleavages that were present in 1955 were no longer 

politically relevant and were mediated by the 2000s, as some suggest (Mujani and Liddle 

2004). That is, there will be nothing left for a PR electoral formula to reconcile. Observing 

no variation in election quality across the provinces will be simply a byproduct of the 

lack of ethno-religious polarization, rather than the effects of PR. Yet, the two pieces of 

admittedly inconclusive evidence from the Comparative National Election Project seem 

to point in the direction of the persistence of religion and to some degree ethnicity as 

powerful determinants of voting. A more qualitative assessment by Mistuo Nakamura 

of the Islamic Legal Studies Program at the Harvard Law School confirms this view 

(Nakamura 2005). He claims that the resurgence of Islam and democratization went 

hand in hand in Indonesia during the Reformasi era and continued to do so in 2004. 

More importantly, he emphasizes the lack of a single Muslim identity and the 

proliferation of parties to reflect that, which has been greatly aided by the low 

restrictions on party entry after the fall of Suharto (Ibid, 16).  

This is not to say that Liddle and Mujani are wrong. First, ethnic and religious 

rifts could have indeed declined in 2004 as compared to 1955 while not having 

completely disappeared. Indeed, we would expect that, after several electoral cycles of 

applying PR to ethnically and religiously divided societies, the various electorates’ 

continued access to governance will make formerly polarized groups less suspicious and 

more reconciliatory. Second, as already suggested, disentangling party loyalty and 
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leadership from ethnic and religious affiliations in highly polarized contexts is not very 

clear-cut. Having established, or at least argued in favor of, the view that religious 

divisions have continued to be politically meaningful in Indonesia, it is time to attend to 

the outcome of interest – the variation of election quality across the polarized and non-

polarized regions of the country.  

The Asian Network for Free Elections (ANFREL) fielded a monitoring mission to 

Indonesia before and during the 2004 elections. Its officials, however, visited merely 

seven of the country’s provinces: Jakarta, Jogjakarta, Jawa Timur, Jambi, Riau, South 

Kalimantan and South East Sulawesi (ANFREL 2004). Those were, of course, not 

randomly selected and the organization acknowledges the strategic importance of the 

capital Jakarta, the role of Jogjakarta as the opposition’s PAN stronghold, the Islamic 

nature of Jawa Timur, the tensions between the indigenous tribes and Suharto-era 

migrants in Jambi, the ethnically polarized Riau in Sumatra and the clashes between 

immigrants and locals in South Kalimantan. Even so, it is somewhat unfortunate that 

observers were not dispersed in a more representative fashion to reflect both the low-

conflict areas, as well as areas that have had even greater degree of tensions, such as 

Aceh or Maluku.  

According to ANFREL, the campaign period was devoid of significant 

manipulation. Parties went after their core supporters, instead of focusing on swing 

voters. Incidents of negative campaigning intensified as the competition heated up, but 

violations were limited to removal of banners by opposition groups, anonymous text 
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messages to voters, among others. Late removal of campaign materials also tainted the 

Quiet Period in Jambi. On election-day, the violations recapped by ANFREL are 

anecdotal, minor and isolated. While the organization was unhappy with the state of 

voter registration, it detected only three examples of insufficient ballot materials being 

provided as a result of bad voter lists. Two of them were in Jakarta and one in North 

Sulawesi. One of the instances in Jakarta led to oversupply of ballot papers and the other 

– to undersupply by three ballot papers (Ibid, 132).  In terms of voter secrecy, ANFREL 

made the unspecific claim that the distance between polling screens was sometimes 

insufficient, polling stations were sometimes set up on private property, government 

facilities were used for polling areas and polling officers were in immediate proximity to 

the voters when they were making their selection (Ibid, 134-135). Overall, the report 

suggests that the election in Indonesia went smoothly.  

The Carter Center also observed the 2004 election and paints a much more 

comprehensive picture of what happened on the ground (Carter Center 2005). Its 

evaluation of the legislative poll had several broad criticisms that had to do with the 

short period between the adoption of electoral reforms and the conduct of the election, 

the presence of logistical problems and delays in seven districts in Papua, Central Java, 

East Nusa Tenggara and West Sumatra (Ibid, 48).  

More importantly, however, the organization sent observers to some highly 

problematic areas. One of them was Aceh, where martial law was declared in May 2003 

(Ibid, 67). According to the organization, however, “legislative elections there were 
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conducted smoothly and few violations were reported.” The same positive finding was 

not conveyed for the process in Papua, where separatism flourished. The nature of the 

problems seems to have been primarily of a logistical nature due to insufficient funds, 

however, since materials had to be transported by boats, planes and helicopters (Ibid, 

68). Finally, in North Maluku, where ethno-religious polarization peaked in 1999, 

elections were of a very good quality. According to the Carter Center, “each election in 

North Maluku was conducted peacefully, with polling day procedures consistent with 

other parts of the country” (Ibid, 73).  

In summary, the section on the 2004 elections in Indonesia has argued that, while 

religion and to some extent ethnicity have remained politically salient, the second polls 

of the Reformasi era seem to illustrate some of the beneficial effects of implementing 

proportional representation electoral formula in such contexts of high polarization. Even 

in the most problematic areas of Aceh and North Maluku, election quality did not vary 

substantially from the rest of the country and the polls were generally considered to 

have been free and fair. Whenever problems were detected, they did not seem 

intentional or of a magnitude that would have put the overall results of the polls under 

suspicion. 

5.10 The 2009 Election and the Threat to Consolidation 

38 parties registered for the 2009 elections in Indonesia, up from 24 in 2004 

(Sherlock 2009). Nine won seats. The leading party this time was the PD, which boosted 

its vote share from 7.5 in 2004 to 20.8 in 2009. Golkar came in second, but dropped to 
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14.5 percent. PDI-P gathered 14 percent of the votes, followed by PKS (7.9), PAN (6.0), 

PPP (5.3), PKB (5.0), as well as the newly formed Gerindra (4.5) and Hanura (3.8).  

The trend in 2009 somewhat confirms the thesis about the decline of religion as a 

politically relevant cleavage, or at least more so than 2004 when Liddle and Mujani first 

advanced it. The great winner of this shift was the PD, which was generally a personalist 

secularist party, led by Indonesian President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono. Historically, 

the PD was a firm proponent of secular nationalism and dissociation from the military. 

In 2009, the top three vote-getters that accounted for some 49.3 percent of the vote, were 

secularist parties that were not clearly linked to any one ethnicity or religion. The forth 

one, the PKS, was Islamic in origin and in spirit, but went at lengths to downplay this 

image (Sherlock 2009). The traditional Islamic parties, such as the PAN and the PPP, did 

even worse in 2009 than in 2004, which is even further proof for the thesis of Liddle and 

Mujani.  

That being said, not all was rosy in terms of the quality of the 2009 election. The 

impressive conduct of the 2004 polls perhaps prematurely persuaded most election 

observers that further extensive monitoring of the country might not be necessary.  The 

Carter Center nonetheless continued its long-term observation efforts by sending a 

limited mission for the legislative elections (Carter Center 2009). The information 

contained in its report suggests that the electoral process in Indonesia perhaps 

deteriorated somewhat, as compared to the 2004 one. 
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In 2008, the Indonesian government adopted a new election law that was more 

than twice the length of the previous one (Ibid, 14). Not only was it more difficult to 

implement due to its sheer complexity, but it also continued the practice of amending 

the electoral framework for each electoral cycle, which was seen as a negative tendency 

by the Carter Center, due to the obvious implementation challenges that it created. The 

more complicated and untimely reforms led to substantial administrative problems. The 

voter register was outdated, the funds necessary for the operation of the Electoral 

Commission (KPU) were insufficient or late. Campaign finance regulations showed 

some improvement, but money politics continued to rule the Indonesian political 

landscape in the absence of clear campaign finance legislation. The process of dispute 

resolution was significantly crippled by the lack of funds and the late reforms too. 

Despite of those negative trends, the Carter Center made a point to include a 

special evaluation of the Aceh elections, since the province was the site of significant 

tensions in the past. It proceeded to give a glowing evaluation of the process in Aceh 

stating that the 2009 elections were a “significant step forward” (Ibid, 6). Unfortunately, 

the organization provided almost no information about how the quality of the electoral 

process might have varied across the remaining Indonesian provinces and decided to 

focus on the broad administrative problems that seem to have been at the national level 

instead.  

Even with the aforementioned electoral problems, it is not far-fetched to claim 

that the 2009 parliamentary elections were of sufficiently good quality, even though no 
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international organization spent enough time in the country to give a definitive 

evaluation. The electoral shortcomings notwithstanding, it is interesting to analyze the 

dynamics that played out in 2009. Most important among them is the quite obvious 

decline of religion and ethnicity as a decisive political divider. One potential explanation 

is the decade of sustained democratic governance in Indonesia since the fall of Suharto 

in 1999. The relatively good three electoral cycles and the electoral formula that guided 

them managed to provide easy entry into parliament for any political party that could 

garner the necessary voter support. And while in the first two electoral cycles it was 

easy to relate ethnic and religious cleavages to the voting patterns, this tendency had 

largely subsided by 2009.  

The explanation offered above points to an interesting agenda for future 

research. If we accept the proposition of this chapter and dissertation that the PR 

electoral formula will lead to better elections in polarized contexts, it will indeed by 

worthwhile exploring what the long-term effects of this institutional arrangement would 

be in those circumstances. The hypothesis advanced here and seemingly supported by 

Indonesia is that the application of PR will lead to the gradual decline of ethnic and 

religious differences as politically relevant cleavages as countries go through several 

electoral cycles. Finding more conclusive evidence that this is the case will have 

substantial policy and theoretical implications for scholars and practitioners of 

institutional design in severely divided societies.  
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5.11 Conclusion 

This chapter has provided an illustration of the application of proportional 

representation (PR) electoral formula in a context of significant religious and to some 

extent ethnic polarization. According to the theory of the contingent effect of electoral 

institutions, we would expect to see the appearance of a high number of parties that 

attract a significant share of their support from the same ethno-cultural group. In terms 

of within-country variation, the expectation was that the quality of the electoral process 

would not be different in polarized and non-polarized provinces, due to the 

reconciliatory effect of PR.  

Those expectations were largely confirmed, but not without some nuances. First, 

PR was not always relevant and was trumped by other legislation that restricted party 

entry during the rule of Sukarno and especially Suharto. Consistent with theory, during 

those more than four decades of authoritarian rule, numerous voter groups were 

disillusioned and polarization increased. Second, PR was a risky institutional 

arrangement at the critical junctures of democratization, due to its propensity to yield 

fragmented legislatures. In 1955, this was fatal and, in my opinion, contributed to the 

quick collapse of the young Indonesian democracy. Yet, when the proper reforms were 

implemented after 2000 to address the proliferation of electorally unviable parties, while 

still maintaining barriers low, PR led to sustained democratic governance, in spite of 

similarly fragmented legislatures. Instead, this institutional arrangement has led to 

sustained confidence by minority groups that they could have access to policymaking 
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and a gradual depolitization of ethnicity and religion: a proposition with exciting policy 

implications that point to a useful extension of this research agenda in the future. 
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7. Conclusion 

7.1 Main Findings and Contributions 

This dissertation started by presenting an empirical pattern in Figure 1 that 

showed that an overwhelming share of the countries that are considered non-democratic 

according to Polity use the majoritarian electoral formula for translating votes into seats. 

This claim is consistent with arguments put forward by consociationalist theorists, such 

as Arend Lijphart. Yet, as clearly demonstrated by the figure, the relationship between 

the electoral formula and Polity is not straightforward. Among the democratic countries, 

there are plenty of elections that have been conducted under majoritarianism. 

In addressing this nuance, this project has made several contributions. First, it 

has argued in favor of taking a step back from testing institutional effects on the broad 

notion of democracy and focusing on a more proximate outcome affected by the formula 

– elections. In doing so, it has benefitted from the recent completion of a comprehensive 

dataset on election quality, put together by Judith Kelley, which was utilized in the 

statistical chapter of the dissertation. In addition, it has argued, both in the theoretical 

chapter and in the case study of Indonesia, that good elections do not necessarily 

translate into stable governments, which further illustrates the need to separate the 

quality of the polls from evaluations of the level of democracy. 

Second, the project focused on the level of ethno-cultural polarization as a key 

interaction variable that, together with the electoral formula, provides a better 
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explanation of the variation in election quality observed across the world. As argued in 

the theoretical portion of the project and illustrated in the statistical chapter, 

proportional representation (PR) formulas are better suited for societies where multiple 

ethnic, linguistic and religious groups are both politically relevant and suffer from a 

history of inter-group conflict. PR’s superiority over mixed and majoritarian formulas in 

such contexts contradicts centripetalist theories that are in favor of institutional 

arrangements that restrict party entry and encourage pre-electoral coalitions. In addition 

to demonstrating this empirical regularity, the dissertation has also tried to be 

particularly sensitive to distinctions between simple ethnic diversity and politically 

relevant polarization – a virtue that is not characteristic of most existing large-n studies. 

It demonstrates that basic ethno-linguistic fractionalization indexes are not well suited 

for explaining the variation observed in terms of election quality. 

This dissertation’s main contribution, however, is not its positive evaluation of 

PR, but rather its sensitivity to context, which has led to the argument of institutional fit. 

By demonstrating that majoritarian formulas actually slightly outperform PR in non-

polarized contexts, it suggests that the effect of institutions is contingent. 

7.2 Outstanding Challenges 

There are two main aspects of this project that I view as especially challenging. 

The first has to do with the measure of ethno-cultural polarization. While improvements 

over the simple ethno-linguistic fragmentation measures, the ethno-cultural polarization 

indexes by Reynal-Querol and Cederman and his co-authors are not perfect. A much 
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better measure, borrowed from the work of Huber, that relates ethnic stratification to 

economic inequalities could be seen as the perfect fit for the concept of politically 

relevant ethno-cultural divisions. Such a measure, of course, is subject to very severe 

data availability restrictions that will make its calculation unlikely for earlier periods 

and more obscure countries. Calculating such economic ethnic stratification for as many 

elections as possible, however, might still be a useful exercise for verifying the validity 

of the results presented in the empirical portion of this project. 

The second challenge is establishing institutional effects beyond potentially 

antecedent structural causes that could be driving both the design of electoral formulas 

and the broader developments a country experiences on the road to democratization. 

This project has dealt with this problem primarily in the qualitative case study chapters 

by studying countries that were influenced heavily by their colonizers upon 

independence. Ghana and Nigeria adopted the majoritarian electoral formula due to the 

British, while Indonesia opted out for PR, modeling its electoral framework after the 

Dutch. Is Ghana, majoritarianism operated in an environment, characterized by 

consciously suppressed ethno-cultural cleavages, whereas in Nigeria, such divisions 

were constantly reactivated. This explains the fact that elections were of much better 

quality in Ghana than Nigeria. In Indonesia, the initially polarized ethnicity became 

gradually mediated, in part due to the low barriers to party entry provided by the PR 

formula. 
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7.3 Extensions 

There are three main ways in which this project could be extended. First, it might 

make sense to test the theory on established democracies. In the United States, the recent 

relevance of the non-centrist conservative Tea Party movement has had to be subsumed 

within the banner of the more mainstream Republican Party. This dynamic could have 

been different had the electoral formula been more conducive to new party entry. The 

Green and Libertarian parties have similarly struggled to be politically relevant given 

the FPTP framework. In addition, supporting any of the smaller political parties has 

often led to concerns that such behavior undermines the potential for success of either 

the Republicans or the Democrats, much in line with the “wasted vote” logic. 

Given this background, it is curious to see whether the electoral process in the 

United States, which is highly robust but by no means perfect, displays any systematic 

variation in terms of its quality in more polarized than non-polarized electoral districts. 

This would necessitate, first and foremost, establishing a good and reliable metric of 

what polarization means in the context of the United States. Considering its established 

history as a leading democracy and the tradition of combining numerous electorates 

under only two party banners, this could be an especially challenging task. Yet some of 

the similar determinants, such as religion, race and language, combined with other 

socio-economic variables, could be useful in measuring polarization at the district level. 

The greater availability of data could also make the task more manageable for a longer 
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period of time. Then one would explore whether more polarized districts do experience 

greater electoral manipulation than non-polarized ones. 

The second potential extension of this project builds on a trend discussed in the 

case study of Indonesia. In this particular country, the continuous application of PR 

upon the fall of Suharto also coincided with a gradual decline in the levels of ethno-

cultural polarization. This was also associated with the decline of membership and vote 

share registered by strictly religious parties. First and foremost, it would be interesting 

to find out whether those tendencies could be related to the application of PR or some 

other phenomenon and what the mechanisms of mediation are. If that’s the case, this 

would be a worthwhile contribution to the existing centripetalist claims that suggest that 

similar reconciliatory dynamics will be likely primarily when pre-electoral coalitions are 

encouraged through institutions other than PR.  

Finally, this project is uniquely positioned to explore in more depth the link 

between elections and governance more broadly. By separating the quality of polls from 

the quality of governance, it at least points in the direction of exploring the factors that 

might lead to bad governance (or democratic performance more broadly) in spite of 

good elections and vice versa.
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Appendix A (Empirical) 
 
* Includes countries not listed in table that have had a lower number of elections for a total of 
699 elections 
 

Table 39: Countries Conforming to Theory 

Polarized Countries, 
Majoritarian, Bad 

Elections 

Polarized Countries, 
PR, Good Elections 

Non-Polarized 
Countries, Maj., 
Good Elections 

Non-Polarized 
Countries, PR., 
Good Elections 

Country Number 
of 

Elections 

Country Number 
of 

elections 

Country Number 
of 

elections 

Country Number 
of 

elections 
        

Togo 10 Netherlands 12 France 10 Colombia 15 
Cote 

d’Ivoire 
9 Belgium 9 Japan 9 Austria 14 

Gabon 8 Israel 9 Mongolia  8 Portugal 14 
Iran 9 Spain 9 Barbados 6 Ireland 13 

Kazakhstan 8 Estonia 8 St. Lucia 6 El 
Salvador 

12 

Nigeria 7 Bulgaria 7 UK 6 Finland 12 
Sudan 7 Switzerland 7 Comoros 5 Iceland 12 

Djibouti 7 Benin 6 P. N. 
Guinea 

5 Argentina 11 

Cameroon 6 Czech Rep. 6   Cyprus 10 
Maldives 6 Guatemala 6   Denmark 10 
Uganda 6 Luxembourg 6   Greece 10 

Zaire 6 Indonesia 5   Ecuador 9 
Kenya 5 Moldova 4   Dom. Rep. 8 
South 
Africa 

5 Panama 4    Brazil 7 

Zambia 5 Burkina Faso 3   C. Rica 7 
TOTAL 216  151  83  250 
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Table 40: Example of countries NOT conforming to theory 

* Includes countries not listed in table that have had a lower number of elections for a 

total of 299 elections 

Homogeneous Countries, 
Majoritarian, Bad Elections 

Diverse Countries, PR, Bad 
Elections 

Diverse Countries, Maj., 
Good 

Elections 
Country Number of 

Elections 
Country Number of 

elections 
Country Number of 

elections 
      

Syria 8 Madagascar 6 USA 15 
Comoros 7 Indonesia 4 Australia 11 

Egypt 7 Serbia 4 Thailand 9 
Algeria 6 Guinea 3 Canada 8 

Mauritania 6   India 8 
Tunisia 6   Trin-Tobago 7 

      
TOTAL in 
category 

93  30  166 
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Table 41: Level of election-related problems and diversity (Alesina)1

country 

 

problems sumfrac 
Afghanistan 3.5 1.6551 
Albania 3.28571 0.7323 
Algeria 3 0.7911 
Angola 4.25 2.2014 
Argentina 0.545455 0.5403 
Armenia 3.57143 0.7137 
Australia 0 1.2489 
Austria 0 0.6735 
Azerbaijan 4.33333 0.9 
Bahamas 0.6 1.2897 
Bahrain 4 1.4892 
Bangladesh 2.3 0.3471 
Barbados 0 0.9285001 
Belarus 3.83333 1.4004 
Belgium 0 1.3089 
Belize 0.2 1.9131 
Benin 1.25 2.1321 
Bolivia 0.75 1.1721 
Bosnia-Herz 2 1.9902 
Botswana 0.5 1.4199 
Brazil 0.428571 1.1931 
Bulgaria 1.8 1.3017 
Burkina Faso 2.25 2.0403 
Burundi 2.66667 1.1085 
C. Verde Is. 0.571429 0.741 
Cambodia 2 0.5175 
Cameroon 4.1 2.487 
Canada 0 1.9854 
Cent. Af. Rep. 2.4 2.4546 
Chad 4.25 2.3667 
Chile 1 0.7572 

                                                      

1 Raw data for Figure 3.1: Relationship between Alesina’s diversity index and 
election quality 
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Colombia 1.6 0.7686 
Comoro Is. 2.33333 0.024 
Congo 2.875 2.226 
Costa Rica 0.142857 0.5268 
Cote d'Ivoire 3.66667 2.3598 
Croatia 2 0.8901 
Cuba 5 1.6452 
Cyprus 0.3 0.8862 
Czech Rep. 1.22222 1.3047 
Czech Rep.   
Denmark 0 0.42 
Djibouti 4.25 1.4955 
Dom. Rep. 1.33333 0.7806 
Ecuador 0.545455 0.9276 
Egypt 3.16667 0.4053 
El Salvador 1.78571 0.8304 
Eq. Guinea 4.57143 0.7884001 
Estonia 0.125 1.4991 
Ethiopia 4 2.1558 
FRG/Germany 0 0.9897 
Fiji 1.4 1.6641 
Finland 0 0.5259 
France 0 0.6282 
GDR 3.33333  
Gabon 3.88889 2.2185 
Gambia 2 1.6911 
Georgia 3.2 1.6911 
Ghana 1 2.145 
Greece 0.5 0.3405 
Grenada 0.2 1.284 
Guatemala 2.25 1.3461 
Guinea 4.57143 1.7763 
Guinea-Bissau 2.4 2.2353 
Guyana 2 1.476 
Haiti 3.75 0.8481 
Honduras 0.857143 0.4776 
Hungary 1.5 0.7062 
Iceland 0 0.3531 
India 1.44444 1.551 
Indonesia 2.88889 1.7373 
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Iran 4.55556 1.5297 
Iraq 5 1.2228 
Ireland 0.076923 0.3069 
Israel 1.11111 1.2429 
Italy 0 0.5319 
Jamaica 2.4 1.1388 
Japan 0 0.5703 
Jordan 4 0.6981 
Kazakhstan 4.8 1.869 
Kenya 4 2.5212 
Kuwait 3.5 1.6794 
Kyrgyzstan 5 1.7172 
Laos 4.75 1.6974 
Latvia 0.5 1.7217 
Lebanon 4.25 1.0512 
Lesotho 0.333333 1.2306 
Liberia 3.5 2.3004 
Lithuania 0.25 1.0584 
Luxembourg 0 1.2654 
Macedonia 1.4 1.5942 
Madagascar 1.75 1.4187 
Malawi 3.5 2.0958 
Malaysia 1.8 1.8507 
Maldives 2.5  
Mali 2.875 1.7115 
Malta 0.333333 0.2544 
Mauritania 4.16667 0.9558 
Mauritius 0 1.5564 
Mexico 1.57143 0.8724 
Moldova 1.25 1.6671 
Mongolia 1.22222 0.8213999 
Morocco 3 0.9558 
Mozambique 3 2.1816 
Myanmar 5 1.2108 
Namibia 1 1.9962 
Nepal 2 1.5216 
Netherlands 0 1.3419 
New Zealand 0.111111 1.3734 
Nicaragua 2.25 0.9606 
Niger 2.28571 1.5051 
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Nigeria 3.42857 2.4429 
Norway 0 0.3306 
P. N. Guinea 0.8 1.1766 
PRK 5 0.531 
Pakistan 1.33333 1.8138 
Panama 2.28571 1.2738 
Paraguay 2.75 0.9786 
Peru 1.75 1.1913 
Philippines 3 1.38 
Poland 1.3 0.3363 
Portugal 0 0.2103 
ROK 0.8 0.6645 
Romania 2 0.7164 
Russia 2.42857 0.9335999 
Rwanda 4 1.2456 
S. Africa 3.28571 2.4771 
Samoa 1  
Senegal 1.42857 1.5396 
Serbia 2.3125 1.7208 
Sierra Leone 3 2.1219 
Singapore 2.33333 1.4253 
Slovakia 0.6 1.0746 
Slovenia 0.166667 0.7284 
Solomon Is. 0 1.3074 
Somalia 5 0.8469 
Soviet Union 4.33333  
Spain 0.333333 1.281 
Sri Lanka 1.77778 1.3647 
St. Lucia 0.166667 0.8259 
Sudan 4.14286 1.8645 
Suriname 1 1.8552 
Swaziland 4 0.675 
Sweden 0 0.4908 
Switzerland 0 1.6839 
Syria 4.72727 1.1526 
Taiwan 2.41667 1.4616 
Tajikistan 5 1.3965 
Tanzania 3.4 2.2671 
Thailand 1.33333 1.3677 
Timor-Leste 0 1.4271 
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Togo 4.5 2.2674 
Trinidad-Tobago 0.142857 1.5663 
Tunisia 4.16667 0.0621 
Turk Cyprus 0.375  
Turkey 1.25 0.5466 
Turkmenistan 5 1.023 
UK 0.333333 0.8685 
USA  1.5657 
Uganda 3 2.4861 
Ukraine 2.42857 1.5633 
Uruguay 0.2 0.687 
Uzbekistan 4.75 1.0377 
Vanuatu 0.5 1.3251 
Venezuela 1 0.7002 
Vietnam 4.42857 0.984 
W. Samoa 1.25  
Yemen 1.5 0.0153 
Yemen (AR) 4  
Yemen (PDR) 3  
Yugoslavia 4 1.7673 
Zaire (Democ Republic 
Congo) 

4.4 2.4474 

Zambia 3.75 2.3901 
Zimbabwe 3.28571 1.5708 
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Table 42: Level of election-related problems and number of ethno-politically 
relevant groups2

country 

 

problems groups 
Afghanistan 3.5 7.5 
Albania 3.28571 2.25 
Algeria 3 2 
Angola 4.25 5 
Argentina 0.545455 2 
Armenia 3.57143 3 
Australia 0 2 
Austria 0 2 
Azerbaijan 4.33333 3 
Bahamas 0.6  
Bahrain 4  
Bangladesh 2.3 3.7 
Barbados 0  
Belarus 3.83333 3 
Belgium 0 3 
Belize 0.2  
Benin 1.25 3.7 
Bolivia 0.75 4 
Bosnia-Herz 2 4 
Botswana 0.5 1 
Brazil 0.428571 2 
Bulgaria 1.8 3.45455 
Burkina Faso 2.25 0 
Burundi 2.66667 2 
C. Verde Is. 0.571429  
Cambodia 2 4.8 
Cameroon 4.1 6 
Canada 0 3 
Cent. Af. Rep. 2.4  
Chad 4.25 5.8 

                                                      

2 Raw data for Figure 3.2: Relationship between EPR diversity index and election 

quality 
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Chile 1 3 
Colombia 1.6 3 
Comoro Is. 2.33333  
Congo 2.875 5.375 
Costa Rica 0.142857 2 
Cote d'Ivoire 3.66667 4.18182 
Croatia 2 5 
Cuba 5 0 
Cyprus 0.3  
Czech Rep. 1.22222 3 
Czech Rep.  
Denmark 0 0 
Djibouti 4.25  
Dom. Rep. 1.33333  
Ecuador 0.545455 3 
Egypt 3.16667 2 
El Salvador 1.78571 0 
Eq. Guinea 4.57143  
Estonia 0.125 4 
Ethiopia 4 6.4 
FRG/Germany 0 0 
Fiji 1.4  
Finland 0 2 
France 0 4 
GDR 3.33333  
Gabon 3.88889 4.11111 
Gambia 2 2.5 
Georgia 3.2 7 
Ghana 1 5 
Greece 0.5 3 
Grenada 0.2  
Guatemala 2.25 3.25 
Guinea 4.57143 3 
Guinea-Bissau 2.4 3.16667 
Guyana 2  
Haiti 3.75 2 
Honduras 0.857143 6 
Hungary 1.5 2 
Iceland 0  
India 1.44444 19 
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Indonesia 2.88889 6.88889 
Iran 4.55556 10.9091 
Iraq 5 3 
Ireland 0.076923 0 
Israel 1.11111 4.66667 
Italy 0 0 
Jamaica 2.4 0 
Japan 0 3.75 
Jordan 4 2 
Kazakhstan 4.8 7 
Kenya 4 8 
Kuwait 3.5 3 
Kyrgyzstan 5 4 
Laos 4.75 8 
Latvia 0.5 4 
Lebanon 4.25 9 
Lesotho 0.333333 0 
Liberia 3.5 3.66667 
Lithuania 0.25 3 
Luxembourg 0  
Macedonia 1.4 5 
Madagascar 1.75 1.16667 
Malawi 3.5 7 
Malaysia 1.8 5 
Maldives 2.5  
Mali 2.875 2 
Malta 0.333333  
Mauritania 4.16667 3 
Mauritius 0  
Mexico 1.57143 2 
Moldova 1.25 5 
Mongolia 1.22222 2 
Morocco 3 1 
Mozambique 3 3 
Myanmar 5 11 
Namibia 1 11 
Nepal 2 4 
Netherlands 0 2 
New Zealand 0.111111 2.5 
Nicaragua 2.25 3.5 
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Niger 2.28571 5.5 
Nigeria 3.42857 6 
Norway 0 0 
P. N. Guinea 0.8 0 
PRK 5 0 
Pakistan 1.33333 7 
Panama 2.28571 2 
Paraguay 2.75 2 
Peru 1.75 4 
Philippines 3 3.7 
Poland 1.3 5.36364 
Portugal 0 0 
ROK 0.8 0 
Romania 2 4 
Russia 2.42857 36 
Rwanda 4 2 
S. Africa 3.28571 6 
Samoa 1  
Senegal 1.42857 5 
Serbia 2.3125 6.11765 
Sierra Leone 3 4.42857 
Singapore 2.33333  
Slovakia 0.6 3 
Slovenia 0.166667 6 
Solomon Is. 0  
Somalia 5 0 
Soviet Union 4.33333  
Spain 0.333333 4.88889 
Sri Lanka 1.77778 4 
St. Lucia 0.166667  
Sudan 4.14286 13 
Suriname 1  
Swaziland 4 0 
Sweden 0 0 
Switzerland 0 3 
Syria 4.72727 5 
Taiwan 2.41667 3 
Tajikistan 5 5 
Tanzania 3.4 0 
Thailand 1.33333 3.58333 
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Timor-Leste 0  
Togo 4.5 2 
Trinidad-Tobago 0.142857 2 
Tunisia 4.16667 0 
Turk Cyprus 0.375  
Turkey 1.25 2.77778 
Turkmenistan 5 4 
UK 0.333333 7 
USA  6 
Uganda 3 5.85714 
Ukraine 2.42857 5 
Uruguay 0.2 0 
Uzbekistan 4.75 5 
Vanuatu 0.5  
Venezuela 1 1.14286 
Vietnam 4.42857 10 
W. Samoa 1.25  
Yemen 1.5 2.66667 
Yemen (AR) 4  
Yemen (PDR) 3  
Yugoslavia 4  
Zaire (Democ Republic 
Congo) 

4.4 12 

Zambia 3.75 7 
Zimbabwe 3.28571 3.25 
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Table 43: Predictors of Election-Day Cheating3

VARIABLES 

 

E-D 
Cheating 

E-D 
Cheating 

E-D 
Cheating 

E-D 
Cheating 

E-D 
Cheating 

            
sr21cheatlag 0.633*** 0.671*** 0.655*** 0.652*** 0.649*** 

 
[0.115] [0.122] [0.115] [0.114] [0.128] 

Formula*ELRF -0.358 
    

 
[0.271] 

    Formula*NER 
 

0.0127 
   

  
[0.0491] 

   Formula*EGP 
  

-0.674 
  

   
[0.767] 

  Formula*RGP 
   

-0.205 
 

    
[0.358] 

 Formula*EPR 
    

-0.494 

     
[0.578] 

Electoral Formula 0.107 -0.422* 0.103 -0.165 -0.0303 

 
[0.328] [0.249] [0.526] [0.232] [0.435] 

Year 0.0409* 0.0428* 0.0283 0.0329 0.0489* 

 
[0.0231] [0.0260] [0.0231] [0.0217] [0.0261] 

Single-Party -1.812** -2.013** -1.780** -1.790** -2.033** 

 
[0.785] [1.027] [0.795] [0.809] [0.997] 

GDP pc (lag) -0.688*** -0.563*** -0.606*** -0.612*** -0.628*** 

 
[0.143] [0.125] [0.118] [0.117] [0.148] 

Population (ln lag) 0.716*** 0.625*** 0.690*** 0.648*** 0.667*** 

 
[0.145] [0.180] [0.152] [0.132] [0.153] 

Presidentialism 0.541* 0.513* 0.627** 0.581** 0.590** 

 
[0.277] [0.307] [0.286] [0.294] [0.290] 

Political Disc MAR 0.613* 0.699** 0.503 0.613* 0.922** 

 
[0.329] [0.341] [0.310] [0.350] [0.421] 

Societal Diversity 
(Alesina) 0.331 

    
 

[0.436] 
    Group # (Wimmer & 

Cederman) 
 

-0.0471 
   

  
[0.100] 

   Ethnic polarization 
(Reynal-Querol) 

  
1.991 

  
   

[1.693] 
  Religious polarization  

   
0.304 

                                                       

3 Model omitted in empirical section due to insignificance of key explanatory variables 
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Table 43 (continued) 
(Reynal-Querol) 

    
[0.769] 

 Ethnic Power Pol. 
(Cederman et al.) 

    
0.515 

     
[1.684] 

Constant 
     

      
      Observations 396 368 382 382 355 
Robust standard errors 
in brackets 

     *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * 
p<0.1 
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Table 44: Predictors of Government Turnover (no interaction between formula 
and diversity/polarization) 4

 

 

 

                                                      

4 First multiparty elections, executive  elections, population and political discrimination (MAR) omitted due 
to insignificance; 

VARIABLES Govt. Turnover 
Govt. 

Turnover 
Govt. 

Turnover 
Govt. 

Turnover 
Govt. 

Turnover 
            
Govt. Turnover (lag) 0.109 0.0127 0.138 0.139 0.0887 

 
[0.246] [0.255] [0.252] [0.257] [0.260] 

Electoral Formula 0.302** 0.293** 0.336*** 0.343*** 0.228* 

 
[0.132] [0.130] [0.126] [0.125] [0.125] 

Year 0.0310* 0.0336** 0.0282* 0.0253 0.0239 

 
[0.0162] [0.0165] [0.0160] [0.0162] [0.0167] 

GDP pc (lag) -0.230** -0.214* -0.216** -0.176 -0.207** 

 
[0.104] [0.110] [0.100] [0.125] [0.101] 

Presidentialism -0.494* -0.480 -0.579** -0.603** -0.371 

 
[0.285] [0.313] [0.290] [0.285] [0.310] 

Avg. District Magnitude -0.0101*** -0.00748** -0.0105*** -0.0113*** 
-

0.00929*** 

 
[0.00363] [0.00301] [0.00361] [0.00355] [0.00358] 

Minority Concentration 0.0360 0.0614** 0.0372 0.0349 0.0349 

 
[0.0239] [0.0311] [0.0233] [0.0245] [0.0254] 

Polity (lag) 0.172*** 0.167*** 0.170*** 0.167*** 0.180*** 

 
[0.0321] [0.0322] [0.0320] [0.0311] [0.0336] 

Societal Diversity 
(Alesina) -0.213 

    
 

[0.256] 
    Group # (Wimmer & 

Cederman) 
 

-0.0761* 
   

  
[0.0433] 

   Ethnic polarization 
(Reynal-Querol) 

  
-0.406 

  
   

[0.657] 
  Religious polarization 

(Reynal-Querol) 
   

0.319 
 

    
[0.487] 

 Ethnic Power Pol. 
(Cederman et al.) 

    
-0.249 

     
[0.518] 

Constant -61.41* -67.38** -56.04* -51.24 -46.65 

 
[31.81] [32.42] [31.64] [31.78] [32.78] 

        521 478 504 504 459 
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Appendix B (Nigeria) 
Table 45: States, Regions and Ethno-Cultural Polarization in Nigeria 

State Region Major Ethnic Groups 
Historical 

Polarization 

El. 

Problems 

(2007) 

Abia South-East Igbo (95%) Low High 

Adamawa Middle Belt 

Fulani, Bwatiye, Chamba, 

Higgi, Mbula, Margi, Kilba 

Ga'anda, Longuda, Kanakuru, 

Bille, Bura, Yandang, Yungur, 

Fali, Gude, Verre and Libo 

Medium Low 

Akwa Ibom South-East Ibibio, Annang, Oron Low Low 

Anambra South Igbo (98%) Low Medium 

Bauchi North 
Gerawa, Ningawa, Hausa, 

Fulani and Tangale 
High Low 

Bayelsa South 
Izon, Nembe, Ogbia, Epie, 

Atissa, Urhobo, Isoko 
High High 

Benue Middle Belt 

Tiv, Idoma, Igede, Etulo, 

Jukun, Hausa, Akwueya, 

Reyiton 

Medium Medium 

Borno North-East Kanuri (90+%) Low Low 

Cross River South-East Efik, Ejagham, Bekwarra High High 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abia_State�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adamawa_State�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Akwa_Ibom_State�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anambra_State�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bauchi_State�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bayelsa_State�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Benue_State�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Borno_State�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cross_River_State�
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Delta South 
Igbo, Urhobo, Isoko, Ijaw, 

Itsekiri 
High High 

Ebonyi South-East Igbo Low Low 

Edo South-West Bini, Esan, Afemai, Emai, Ijaw Medium Medium 

Ekiti South-West Ekiti/Yoruba (90+) Low Medium 

Enugu South Igbo Low Low 

Gombe North-East Fulani High High 

Imo South Igbo (98%) Low Low 

Jigawa North-East 
Hausa/Fulani (maj.), Kanuri, 

Badawa 
High Low 

Kaduna North 
Hausa, Gbagyi, Adara, Ham, 

Atyap, Bajjuu 
High Low 

Kano North Hausa (maj.) Medium Low 

Katsina North Hausa Low Low 

Kebbi Nort-West Hausa (maj.), Low Low 

Kogi Middle Belt Igala, Ebira, Okun Medium Low 

Kwara Middle Belt Yoruba, Nupe and Baruba Medium Low 

Lagos West 
Yoruba, Awoni, Egun, Ijebu, 

Benin, Eko 
Low Low 

Nasarawa Middle Belt 

Eggon, Tiv, Alago, Hausa, 

Fulani, Mada, Rindre, 

Gwadara, Koro, Gbagyi, 

High Medium 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Delta_State�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ebonyi_State�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edo_State�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ekiti_State�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Enugu_State�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gombe_State�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Imo_State�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jigawa_State�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kaduna_State�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kano_State�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Katsina_State�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kebbi_State�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kogi_State�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kwara_State�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lagos_State�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nasarawa_State�
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Ebira, Agatu, Bassa, Abo, 

Ake, Mama, Arum, Kanuri. 

Niger Middle Belt 

Haus Nupe, Kwari, Hausa, 

Kadara, Koro, Bamba, Fulani, 

Ganagana, Dibo, Kambari, 

Kamuku, Panan Dukkawa, 

Gade, Ingwai. a-Fulan 

High Medium 

Ogun West Yoruba Low Medium 

Ondo West 
Yoruba - Akoko, Akure, Ijo, 

Ikale, Ilaje, Ondo, Owo 
Low Low 

Osun West 
Osuns, Ijesas, Ifes, and the 

Igbominas 
Low Low 

Oyo West Yoruba Low Medium 

Plateau Middle Belt 

Angas, Berom, Jarawa, Pyem, 

Ron and many others (40 in 

all!) 

High High 

Rivers South 

Abua, Andoni, Ekpeye, 

Engenni, Etche, Igbani, 

Ikwerre, Kalabari, Ndoni, 

Ogba, Ogoni, Okrika, etc. 

High High 

Sokoto North-west Hausa, with religious split Low Low 

Taraba Middle Belt Mumuyes, Tibvs, Jukuns, Medium Low 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Niger_State�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ogun_State�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ondo_State�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Osun_State�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oyo_State�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Plateau_State�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rivers_State�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sokoto_State�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Taraba_State�


 

 

319 

Kuteps and others 

Yobe North-East 

Fulani (maj.), Kanuri, Kare-

Kare, Bolewa, Ngizim, Bade, 

Hausa, Ngamo, Shuwa 

Medium Low 

Zamfara North-West 

Hausa-Fulani (maj.), Gwari, 

Kamuku, Kambari, Dukawa, 

Bussawa, Zabarma 

Low Low 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yobe_State�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zamfara_State�
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Appendix C (Ghana) 
Table 46: Electoral Districts with the Least Competitive Races, Ghana (1996)  

district region winner winner% sd 
Anlo Volta NDC 97 0.675 
Keta Volta NDC 97 0.661 

Ketu North Volta NDC 91.9 0.593 
Avenor Volta NDC 81.9 0.571 

South Tongo Volta NDC 96.4 0.552 
Ho West Volta NDC 95.6 0.539 

Ningo 
Greater 
Accra 

NDC 83.4 0.531 

Mfantsiman West Central NDC 87.5 0.53 
North Dayi Volta NDC 91.6 0.505 

Juabeso Western NDC 83 0.466 
North Tongu Volta NDC 67.5 0.46 
Hohoe South Volta NDC 93.4 0.457 

Jirapa 
Upper 
West NDC 85.7 0.453 

Bole Northern NDC 81.9 0.45 
Manhyla Ashanti NPP 81.4 0.443 
Ho East Volta NDC 91.4 0.443 

Ho Central Volta NDC 90.4 0.44 

Ada Greater 
Accra 

NDC 71.4 43.8 

Swala Northern NDC 90.8 0.437 
Ketu South Volta NDC 88.6 0.424 
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Table 47: Districts with the Most Competitive Races in 1996 (Ghana)  

district region winner winner% runner-up 
runner-up 

% 
sd 

Ahafo-
Ano 

South 
Ashanti NPP 50.8 NDC 49.1 1.1 

Gushiegu Northern NDC 48.9 NPP 46.4 1.7 
Asante 
Akim 
South 

Ashanti NPP 51.9 NDC 48.1 2.7 

Klottey 
Greater 
Accra 

NDC 33.1 NPP 27.6 3.8 

Cape 
Coast Central NPP 54 NDC 45.9 5.7 

Wulensi Northern NPP 35.7 PNC 34.7 5.9 
Atwima 
Mponua 

Ashanti NPP 54.5 NDC 45.4 6.3 

Nsuta 
Kwamang 

Ashanti NPP 54.6 NDC 45.3 6.5 

Upper 
Denkyra 

Central NPP 54.7 NDC 45.3 6.7 

Salanga Northern NDC 53.8 NPP 44.2 6.8 
Effutu Central NDC 55.5 NPP 44.5 7.7 

Bimbilla Northern PNC 44.2 PCP 30.4 10.3 
Mion Northern PCP 45.4 PNC 29.6 10.7 
Birim 
North 

Eastern NDC 46.4 PCP 27.1 11.6 

Asikuma Central NDC 58.8 NPP 41.1 12.5 

Berekum 
Brong 
Ahafo 

NDC 59 NPP 40.9 12.7 

Asokwa 
East Ashanti NPP 58.2 NDC 27.6 12.9 

Tema 
West 

Greater 
Accra 

NPP 59.2 NDC 40.8 13 

Twifu Central NDC 59.7 PCP 40.2 13.8 
Fanteakw

a 
Eastern NDC 59.8 NPP 40 13.9 
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Table 48: Districts with the Least Competitive Races in 2000 (Ghana) 

district region winner winner% sd 

Jirapa 
Upper 
West 

NDC 87.8 47.2 

Atwima 
Kwanwoma 

Ashanti NPP 84.9 44.9 

Keta Volta NDC 90.9 39.6 
Manhyia Ashanti NPP 81.7 38.4 
Odotobri Ashanti NPP 79.9 37.1 
Bekwai Ashanti NPP 85.7 37 

Ketu South Volta NDC 86 37 
Subin Ashanti NPP 78.9 36.5 

Avenor Volta NDC 78.3 36.4 
Old Tafo Suame Ashanti NPP 83.8 36 

Ho West Volta NDC 78.1 35.8 
Atwima 

Nwabiagya 
Ashanti NPP 80.9 34.7 

Kwabre Ashanti NPP 80.9 34.5 
Krachi Volta NDC 72.6 34.2 

Amansie West Ashanti NPP 79.8 34 
Afram Plains 

North 
Eastern NDC 80.2 33.8 

Ho East Volta NDC 85.6 33.8 

Ablekuma North Greater 
Accra 

NPP 69.2 33.7 

South Dayi Volta NDC 74.1 33.6 
Ejisu-Juaben Ashanti NPP 78.7 33.5 
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Table 49: Districts with the Most Competitive Races in 2000 (Ghana) 

district region winner winner% runner-
up 

runner-
up % 

sd 

Asutifi South Brong 
Ahafo 

NPP 51.73065 NDC 48.26935 2.4 

Mion Northern NDC 31.81818 CPP 28.97662 11.9 
Jomoro Western NDC 33.41559 Ind. 26.18575 12.8 
Bunkpurugu-
Yunyoo 

Northern Ind. 37.08445 NDC 25.78133 12.9 

Kintampo Brong 
Ahafo 

NDC 32.01141 NPP 29.5314 13.3 

Zabzugu-Tatale Northern NDC 35.82551 Ind. 33.27244 14.8 
Shama Western NPP 37.05493 NDC 31.30256 15.3 
Atebubu North Brong 

Ahafo 
NDC 44.6428 Ind. 24.83718 16 

Ejura-
Sekyedumase 

Ashanti NDC 42.00709 NPP 31.17723 16.2 

Ashiaman Greater 
Accra 

NPP 36.87411 Ind. 35.08042 16.4 

Akropong Eastern Ind. 34.14748 NPP 31.10161 16.6 
Chereponi  Northern NDC 44.55973 PNC 27.56734 16.7 
Afram Plains 
South 

Eastern NDC 60.80858 NPP 39.19142 16.7 

Mpohor Wassa 
East 

Western NDC 38.20026 NPP 34.20812 16.9 

Buem Volta NDC 48.82138 Ind. 23.25747 17 
Choggo-Tishigu Northern NDC 35.39759 NPP 34.73962 17.1 
Salaga Northern Ind. 40.13852 NDC 32.54058 17.4 
Mfantsiman 
West 

Central NDC 40.36082 NPP 34.84264 18.2 

Abetifi Eastern NPP 45.8541 NDC 33.4123 18.3 
Nalerigu Northern NDC 44.27089 PNC 33.7017 18.3 
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Table 50: Districts with the Least Competitive Races, 2004 (Ghana) 

district region winner winner% sd 
Hohoe South Volta NDC 87.80186 53.4 
North Dayi Volta NDC 89.42735 48.7 

Kwabre West Ashanti NPP 84.10509 48.2 
Ahafo-Ano South Ashanti NPP 83.08654 46.7 

Bantama Ashanti NPP 83.50754 43.9 
Ho West Volta NDC 82.47896 43.3 

Bosome-Freho Ashanti NPP 81.88018 42.8 
Kwabre East Ashanti NPP 81.15132 42.1 
South Tongu Volta NDC 87.70116 42 
South Dayi Volta NDC 81.05879 41.5 

Amansie West Ashanti NPP 84.19588 39.7 
Kumbungu Northern NDC 77.47902 39.4 
Nhyiaeso Ashanti NPP 77.86857 39.3 
Kwadaso Ashanti NPP 83.15162 39.1 

Afram Plains North Eastern NDC 76.9873 38.9 
Suame Ashanti NPP 82.14909 38.5 

Odotobri Ashanti NPP 82.17627 38.4 
Bosomtwe Ashanti NPP 81.96348 38.4 

Ada 
Greater 
Accra 

NDC 75.50457 37.1 

Old Tafo Ashanti NPP 79.44773 36.9 
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Table 51: Countries with the Most Competitive Races, 2004 (Ghana) 

district region winner winner% runner-up 
runner-up 

% 
Cape Coast Central NPP 51.17264 NDC 44.50371 

Ahafo-Ano North Ashanti NPP 52.93807 NDC 45 
Obuasi Ashanti NPP 57.68237 Independent 35.65033 

Yilo Krobo Eastern NDC 56.84723 NPP 37.38973 
Ketu South Volta NDC 68.41874 NPP 26.74353 

Kintampo South Brong 
Ahafo 

NDC 56.45583 NPP 38.09964 

Akim Abuakwa 
North 

Eastern NPP 62.00753 NDC 29.39487 

Tano North Brong 
Ahafo 

NPP 53.87241 NDC 37.98674 

Kintampo North 
Brong 
Ahafo 

NDC 61.68139 NPP 33.03126 

Assin North Central NPP 58.60156 NDC 36.54346 
Suhum Eastern NPP 55.17031 NDC 43.49869 

Dorma West 
Brong 
Ahafo 

NPP 52.14118 NDC 45.7399 

Akan Volta NDC 55.87193 NPP 40.09532 
Amenfi West Western NDC 52.14995 NPP 44.87504 

Nadowli East 
Upper 
West NDC 61.18673 NPP 30.87615 

Jaman North 
Brong 
Ahafo 

NDC 52.07846 NPP 45.13727 

Wenchi 
Brong 
Ahafo NPP 63.25402 EGLE 26.46977 

Techiman North 
Brong 
Ahafo 

NDC 52.06826 NPP 46.28604 

Gomoa West Central NPP 63.20246 NDC 32.49199 
Zabzugu-Tatale Northern NDC 50.85303 NPP 47.81593 
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Appendix D (Indonesia) 
 
 

Table 52: Cases of PR with Above-Average Polarization (Wimmer and 
Cederman) 

Country Polarization 

(mean=0.62) 

Period of PR usage  Problems 

    

Algeria .849737 Since 1997 Medium (1997) 

Belgium .964884 Since 1977 None (all) 

Benin .770699 Since 1991 Low / none 

Bolivia .970608 Until 1993 (then 

mixed) 

Low / none 

Bosnia-Herzegovina .901629 Since 1996 Medium early, low 

late 

Brazil .993141 Since 1965 Low / none 

Bulgaria .631854 (1991 only) Since 1991 Low 

Colombia .822586 Since 1990 Medium 

Ecuador .986723 Until 1998 (then 

mixed) 

Low / none 

Estonia .887073 Since 1992 Low/ none 

Guinea-Bissau .853608 / .981681 Since 1985 Low-medium-none 
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Indonesia .709722 Since 1969 High (‘97) - low  

Israel .989318 Since 1969 Low (some medium) 

Latvia .961575 Since 1993 None (2 low) 

Moldova .913169 / .842929 Since 1994 Low (1 medium) 

Mozambique .880373 / .953742 Since 1993 Medium / low 

Namibia .953742 / .760471 Since 1989 Low (1 medium) 

Nepal .859556 Since 1991 Low (1 medium) 

Peru .994275 Since 1980 Low – medium – 

high (’00) 

Rwanda .926399 2003 only High 

South Africa .684219 Since 1994 Low 

Serbia .86687 Since 1996 High first, low now 

Sierra Leone .986797 1996-2002 Low / medium 

Slovakia .698118 Since 1994 Low/none 

Spain .833557 Since 1977 (PR and 

parallel) 

None 

Switzerland .729469 Since 1976 (mostly 

PR, 5 SMD) 

None 

Turkey .657064 Since 1900 Medium 
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Diversity and polarization variable means (compare to country-specific values) 
 

    Variable |       Obs        Mean    Std. Dev.       Min        Max 
-------------+-------------------------------------------------------- 
     sumfrac |      1280    1.235096     .613692      .0153     2.5212 
egiptpolrq~w |       923    .6246952    .3095658          0    .999962 
     qethpol |      1197     .517995    .2472332        .02        .98 
     qrelpol |      1197    .5041186    .3480615          0          1 

 

Recent Switches to Proportionality 

 
 
This document outlines only countries that have had a constitutionally defined 

electoral formula in place and have reformed it to a more proportional. The countries are 

broken into three separate groups: overdetermined, marginal and potentially useful.  

 

 

Overdetermined: These are countries that have adopted PR during their most 

recent transitions to multiparty democracy when this reform has been part of a broader 

package of positive reforms and influences. Those might include an overwhelming 

impact of international or domestic actors, which makes it hard to attribute any 

independent effect to the electoral formula itself.  

 

Algeria: 

Switched from TRS (majoritarian) to PR in 1997, two years after the first 

multiparty elections in the country. The country is very ethno-culturally polarized and 

diverse. 
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Burundi 

The country switched from majoritarian to PR in 1993, but those were first 

multiparty elections. What is curious, however, is that Cederman’s polarization score 

dropped dramatically as soon as this change occurred – from 0.92 to 0.48. The country 

has more or less consolidated into a democracy since. 

 

Iraq 

Formally switched from FPTP to PR in 2005. Comparisons between election 

quality under Hussein and after are difficult to make, however. It could still be a 

worthwhile illustration of the positive impact of PR and a neat counterfactual about 

what would have happened in the areas inhabited by Sunni and Shiites had the country 

not adopted PR. It is nonetheless not a good test of theory 

 

Latvia 

Switches from majoritarian to PR in 1993. It could be a potentially good case to 

do, due to the very high degree of polarization and diversity. But then again, this could 

also be an overdetermined case, since the reform occurs during the first multi-party 

elections in a country where democracy has been very robust since. 

 

Sierra Leone 
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The country switches from majoritarian to PR in 1996, which is also the first 

multiparty election. Elections in 1996 and 2002 show fast improvements as compared to 

the ones prior, but those were also not multiparty, so we can’t really say much. 

 

South Africa 

No explanation necessary. 

 

 

 

Marginal / Unclear: These are countries where a shift to greater proportionality 

cannot be a complete test for theory, due to the low level of ethno-cultural polarization.  

  

Albania:  

Switched from TRS (majoritarian) to MMP (mixed) in 1992, from MMP to PR in 

2008. Albania gradually moved towards a more proportional electoral system. However, 

it is not particularly diverse. A case study on that country would primarily focus on how 

such a change has affected the Greek minority. 

 

Cambodia 
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Cambodia is both overdeterimened and marginal, due to switching from FPTP to 

PR during its first multiparty election of 1993 and not being particularly diverse or 

polarized. 

 

Macedonia 

Macedonia switches from majoritarian to mixed (1998) and then from mixed to 

PR (2001). It has a high level of polarization and diversity, but the elections have 

generally been acceptable.  

 

 

Potentially useful 

 

Croatia: 

Switches from mixed (parallel) to PR in 2000. This is accompanied with a 

significant improvement in the election quality in the country too and Croatia is very 

diverse and polarized (ethno-culturally, religiously, and ethnically). Could be a decent 

case, but again, it is unclear what the role of outside actors has been and whether the 

electoral formula could be isolated.  

 

Kyrgyzstan: 
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Switches from majoritarian to mixed (1995), mixed to majoritarian (2005) and 

then majoritarian to PR (2007). An interesting case due to the high number of reforms, 

which suggests there is a lot of bargaining in terms of the electoral formula. In addition, 

the country is highly polarized and very diverse. Since most reforms occurred since 

2004, I have no clue whether the election quality has fluctuated as well, but it could be a 

worthwhile case. 

 

Rwanda 

The country switches from majoritarian to PR in 2003 and has held another 

election in 2008 since. Rwanda is not particularly diverse or polarized, but, following 

democratization, the score for ethno-cultural polarization by Cederman shoots up from 

0.58 to 0.92, which suggests that ethnicity became more politically relevant and 

polarized. In addition, the quality of this first multiparty election was very poor 

(maximum score of 5). The theory would predict that such differences should be 

mediated by the system, but the 2008 election was similarly pool and tightly controlled 

by the government. The governing coalition won 79 percent of the seats. 
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