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Wrestling with Democracy
Voting Systems as Politics in the Twentieth-Century West

Though sharing broadly similar processes of economic and political de-
velopment from the mid- to late nineteenth century onward, western
countries have diverged greatly in their choice of voting systems:
most of Europe shifted to proportional voting around the First World
War, while Anglo-American countries have stuck with relative major-
ity or majority voting rules. Using a comparative historical approach,
Wrestling with Democracy examines why voting systems have (or have
not) changed in western industrialized countries over the past century.

In this first single-volume study of voting system reform covering all
western industrialized countries, Dennis Pilon reviews national efforts
in this area over four time spans: the nineteenth century, the period
around the First World War, the Cold War, and the 1990s. Pilon pro-
vocatively argues that voting system reform has been a part of larger
struggles over defining democracy itself, highlighting previously over-
looked episodes of reform and challenging widely held assumptions
about institutional change. In doing so, he underlines the key impor-
tance of social class, disputes between left and right, and the messy and
unpredictable impact of historical events.

(Studies in Comparative Political Economy and Public Policy)

DENNIS PILON is an associate professor in the Department of Political
Science at York University.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Introduction

For most of political science, democracy is a word that seems to engender
a degree of uneasiness, similar to the way economists respond to the
word capitalism. Economists, it is said, prefer to talk about “market so-
cieties” rather than capitalist ones. The former term seems neutral and
universal, whereas the latter seems historical, vaguely normative, and
freighted with political connotations. In a similar way, and for arguably
similar reasons, political scientists will often briefly mention democracy
but spend most of their time talking about elections. In practice, most
simply reduce democracy to elections. While there may be practical
reasons for such shorthand, the convention can have the effect of ob-
scuring important lines of enquiry. For instance, Alan Renwick’s recent
book The Politics of Electoral Reform begins by suggesting, “Elections
lie at the heart of modern democracy.”’ For that reason, he argues, we
should understand where election rules come from and how they
change. But after reading the book one might be forgiven for thinking
that, for Renwick, elections are not merely the heart of democracy but
the entire body. Indeed, he says at one point, “Belief in democracy
amounts to belief in the value of following certain processes.”? Democ-
racy then seems little more than the rules concerned with carrying out
elections. Such a narrow casting of the scope of democracy has the effect
of presuming the very thing that should be examined — what did people
think they were doing when they engaged in efforts to change democ-
racy’s rules? The “democracy equals elections” shorthand obscures this
question before any investigation can begin.



4 Wrestling with Democracy

This book is also interested in where democratic rules come from
and why they change or stay the same. But it seeks to displace the
electoralist focus of the current political science work on this topic
with an interdisciplinary one that puts democracy at the centre of the
study. Renwick’s claim must then be reversed. If we want to know
where election rules come from, we need to recognize that democracy,
and more specifically democratic struggle, is at the heart of elections,
particularly when the rules come under critical scrutiny. Such an ap-
proach would recognize that democracy is not merely this or that insti-
tution, nor is itamenable to aneatideal-type definition or categorization,
but is instead a messy historical accomplishment with no fixed bound-
aries or content. Despite a recent spate of books with politics in the title,
much work on democratic structures and their reform seems unaware
of these struggles, or that such struggles may have influenced what
they are studying.? In fact, most are devoid of any engagement with the
issues and movements that defined politics and democratic struggle in
the twentieth century, such as battles between left and right, historic
campaigns around social citizenship and the welfare state, etc. This re-
flects the peculiar penchant in political science for dealing with such
institutions in isolation, divorced from the larger social environment.*
An interdisciplinary approach, by contrast, brings the social back in,
recasting the story into a narrative where the very shape of democracy
is recognized to be constantly under pressure from competing and con-
flicting political interests and campaigns. Here democratic struggle is
the story, and fights over election rules are just one locale for the brawl.

Of course, that modern democracy appears to be all about elections
should not really be surprising. As the key interface between citizens
and government in western societies, elections are where politics is
seen largely to occur. As a result, political science has examined many
aspects of the electoral process: voter behaviour, political party activity,
the role of the media, etc. Yet, until recently, one key aspect of elections
was largely overlooked: the origin of the electoral rules themselves.
Modern representative elections are governed by a complex body of
rules generally known as an “electoral system.” These rules cover ev-
erything from who can vote and how to mark a ballot paper, to how
much money aspirants to office may spend to get elected, and much
else. While scholars have expended much effort cataloguing and com-
paring these various rules across western democracies, they have spent
less time enquiring about their origins or why particular countries use
the rules that they do. This has been particularly true of one specific set
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of election rules: the voting system. Yet, since the 1990s, voting systems
have elicited considerable interest, with academics and some members
of the public and media wanting to know where particular western vot-
ing systems come from, why different countries use the ones they do,
and what factors may contribute to keeping them in place or replacing
them with something else.

Just to be clear, the voting system is understood here as the subset of
electoral laws that set out how votes cast in an election will be con-
verted into representation. Throughout the twentieth century, western
industrialized countries typically used one of three major voting sys-
tems — plurality, majority, or proportional — for national elections.’?
Historically, political scientists devoted considerable attention to ana-
lysing how these different voting systems work, and an enormous
scholarly literature emerged debating how different voting rules may
condition different political effects.® But less attention was paid to why
a voting system may change at any given time in any given country.
The lack of interest might be explained by the long-term stability of
voting system arrangements in most western industrialized countries
— from 1920 to 1993, France was the only western democracy to change
from one system to another. For the most part, then, political scientists
tended to assume that the choice of voting system somehow reflected
the needs of its particular polity, the desires of its citizens, or the ability
of existing, self-interested political party elites to prevent consideration
of change from emerging as a serious issue. Widespread public indiffer-
ence towards the voting system, and a general ignorance of its work-
ings or the existence of alternatives, only further convinced political
scientists that the origin or alteration of these voting rules was not a
terribly important object of study.

But a host of developments in the 1990s forced political scientists to
revisit the question of voting system change, including the rapid insti-
tutional renewal of the former Soviet bloc countries in Eastern Europe,
the end of the apartheid regime in South Africa, and the return to ci-
vilian and democratic rule throughout Latin America. Voting system
reform came even to the more established western democracies — some-
thing political scientists had long declared nearly impossible — with
change effected for national elections in Italy, New Zealand, and Japan,
and at the sub-national level in the United Kingdom. Observers quickly
noted that political science apparently had little to offer in explaining
these recent developments.” Since then, scholars appear to be making
up for lost time. Fortunately, at a more general level, the discipline had



