Account for the differences in the party systems of the UK,


the USA and Germany.





In comparison to other party systems around the world, those of the UK, the USA and Germany seem to exhibit many similar traits. These will be explored later, yet for all of the similarities, there are also many differences. The form of this study will be to first highlight some of the major differences between the three systems, followed by an attempt to account for them. This explanation will try and come from three directions. Firstly, I will look at two theoretical approaches to party theory. These are Duverger’s linkage between party systems and electoral system type and the Downs/Sartori linkage between variation in ideology amongst the electorate and the party system. The second approach will look at the historical evolution of the party systems. The third angle will be looking at the institutional and social features (beyond electoral systems) of each country and see if these explain the differences highlighted. I will then try and conclude by seeing which approach, if any, best explains the differences between the states.





In order to highlight the difference, various aspects of the party systems shall be compared. The first of these related to the actual number of parties in the system. This measure, as Sartori points out is hard, because even in a classic two-party example such as the UK, there is representation of over eight parties in the House of Commons (HoC). Sartori moves to a description of ‘relevant’ parties as being valid. Following his definition, the UK and US have ‘two-party’ systems, while Germany has a ‘moderate multi-party’ system. This is on the basis of having between three and five ‘relevant’ parties. This would suggest the greatest similarity between the US and UK systems. However, the US (certainly at national level) is a complete two-party system, yet it is debatable whether the British Liberal Democratic party is truly ‘irrelevant’. The inclusion of the Liberal Democrats would make the UK a moderate multi-party system, although, unlike in Germany, the third party still does not seem relevant in government. Further complication to these definitions is seen by post-war Germany always having either the CDU or SPD in power. This surely suggests some form of two-party domination. All of these complications must be noted when classifying party systems as the basis of analysis.


At non-national levels there are also some interesting trends to be noted. In the US, although party affiliation is often downplayed in elections at sub-national level, candidates will affiliate almost entirely with either the GOP or the Democrats. In the UK and Germany, local government is the scene of competition quite different to national level, with ‘irrelevant parties’ being seen to be relevant. In the UK the Liberal Democrats are the ‘second party of local government’ (displacing the Conservatives) and in various German Lander governments, there is representation of over five parties. This further complicated the classification above, showing that party systems must be seen at the different levels of politics.


Another important characteristic of a party system is the frequency of change between governments. Sartori argues, that the UK is more of a ‘perfect’ two-party system than the US. Alternation between the two parties is more frequent; “[in the US] the swing of the pendulum is not as it should be”�. This suggests, as does Sundquist, that there are phases of single party domination in political history of the US, highlighted by the Democratic forty year domination of the House of Representatives. The German system best resembles the British system in the alternation of power between the major parties. The only possible post-war exception  to this was the CDU-CSU and Tory domination throughout the 1980’s and early 1990’s.


It is also necessary to note the discipline within parties as a feature of the party systems. Again the US stands alone. As Professor Charles O Jones continually notes, the US is better described as a ‘government of parties’ rather than ‘party government’. Whilst parties exist at all levels, obedience to a party line is at best limited. Presidents facing Congresses led by the opposing party are equally as productive as those facing Congresses of their own parties. Cross-party voting is far more common in the US than the UK or Germany, where the leadership is more powerful over party members. Equally, the President is unable to be removed from office by members of their own party, as the Prime Minister is in Britain, or the Chancellor is in Germany, suggesting the greater independence from party ties.





‘Duverger’s law’ states that; “the simple-majority, single ballot system favours the two-party system”. ‘Duverger’s hypothesis’ states that; “the simple-majority system with a second ballot and proportional representation favours multi-partism”. These observations seem to be true of all three of the countries above. Perhaps, the reason for two-party systems existing in the UK and the US are simply attributable to the single-member district elections. Such elections deter more than three parties competing as fragmentation of parties to more defined blocks, would allow the original opposition to gain power by splitting the vote. This is not the case in Germany, where a vote for any party has the possibility of national representation even if in a particular district there is a distinct minority. This would clearly explain the case of the US. In the UK, however, whilst in each constituency ‘Duverger’s law’ seems to hold, the competition is not always between the two ‘relevant’ British parties, with the Liberal Democrats in contention in many areas. It is not inconceivable for the third party to win enough constituencies to prevent a clear majority of seats falling to a single party in the HoC. This cannot therefore be satisfactory outside each constituency so can’t explain the national British party system.


The second theory important to numbers of parties is that suggested by both Sartori and Downs. They look at the distribution of diff
