865 Briefs 871 Teaching
868 Washington Students about
Insider Congress and
869 The Center r(illg,;ct Engage
870 Congressional
Fellowship
Program

Context, Behavior, Outcomes, and Tradeofts:
The Intellectual Contributions of

G. Bingham Powell, Jr. to the Study of
Comparative Democratic Processes

Christopher H. Achen, Princeton University
Russell J. Dalton, University of California, Irvine

John Huber, Columbia University

Orit Kedar, The Hebrew University of Jerusalem
W. Phillips Shively, University of Minnesota, Minneapolis
Kaare Strem, University of California, San Diego

Bingham Powell’s core intel-

lectual contribution to the

study of politics has been to

help us understand funda-

mental normative tradeoffs

that are inherent to institutional choice
in democratic political systems. The trad-
eoffs involve dimensions of political per-
formance of central concern in the disci-
pline, including political violence, political
participation, political representation,
political accountability, and political sta-
bility. In offering innovative insights
about these substantive topics, Powell’s
research has played a crucial role in shap-
ing the subfield of comparative politics by
offering important lessons about how to
advance the study of democratic systems.
To appreciate his contribution to the
subfield, it is important to consider four
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themes that have animated his work for more
than 45 years. The first theme is that there
is no “best way” to design the institutions
of democracy. Political institutions such as
electoral laws, federalism, presidentialism,
and legislative committee systems create
incentives that shape outcomes, but do so
in a variety of ways that affect a variety of
outcomes. Because we will typically value
some of the consequences of particular insti-
tutions but not others, a central goal in the
study of democratic processes should be to
understand the inevitable trade-offs asso-
ciated with institutional choice. A propor-
tional electoral law in divided societies, for
example, may lead to uncomfortable levels
of support for extreme, anti-system parties,
and these extreme parties may make it dif-
ficult to form stable governing coalitions.
Yet by providing an outlet within the polit-
ical system for the expression discontent
by extremist party supporters, it is possible
through proportional representation (PR) to
dampen the potential for political violence.

The second theme is that the study of sub-
stantively important outcomes in democratic
systems — like violence or representation —
must embrace the reality that the pathway
to any particular outcome typically turns on

PS « October 2011 857


https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096511001454

Association News

specific subtle effects of institutions on incen-
tives, as well as the interaction of institutions
with each other. Consider the effects of elec-
toral law on representation. Proportional
electoral laws typically ensure that more par-
ties are present in the political system, giving
voters a wide variety of choice at election
time. This large number of parties results in
coalition governments, which makes clarity
of responsibility for policy outcomes low. Low
clarity of responsibility encourages voters to
choose prospectively the best agent to rep-
resent them, as opposed to punishing par-
ties retrospectively for their behavior. Thus,
to ensure that citizens can use elections in
PR systems to exercise control over policy
outcomes, their elected agents must have a
say in policy outcomes. This requires that
legislative institutions — such as those relat-
ing to agenda control or committee systems
— create opportunities and incentives for all
agents to influence outcomes. Understand-
ing how PR affects representation therefore
requires us to think about how PR affects
voting behavior, elite behavior in coalitions,
and legislative bargaining.

The other two themes in Powell’s research
relate to methodological insights about the
study of democratic processes. The first is
that the way in which democracies operate
depends on the interaction of elite and mass
behavior. This point may seem obvious to
many scholars today, but bear in mind that
in 1982 when Powell published his original
book Contemporary Democracies the compara-
tive study of democracy was largely divid-
ed between those who studied mass publics
from a behavioral approach and those who
studied elite politics with little reference to
mass publics. In his earlier Austrian stud-
ies and in Contemporary Democracies (1982)
Powell’s analyses of conflict emphasize the
interaction of the attitudes of citizens and
the more proximate roles of political elites,
embedded in institutional contexts and work-
ing through and around these. Similarly, in
his representation analyses, he connects the
attitudes and behavior of citizens, whose par-
ticipation and electoral choices are them-
selves shaped by elite party strategies, with
the behavior of legislative elites in forming
coalitions and making policies.

Finally, a fourth theme in Powell’s
research — that we progress in comparative
politics by comparing large numbers of coun-
tries using careful empirical research — is
perhaps at once the most obvious and path
breaking. When Gabriel Almond and Pow-
ell wrote their graduate primer on the study
of comparative politics in the 1960s, little
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theoretically motivated empirical research
existed about how the nature of democratic
political systems — social differences and
institutional ones — affect outcomes. Powell’s
award-winning Contemporary Democracies
was among the first studies to demonstrate
clearly that by bringing modern data analy-
sis into large-n cross-national studies, we
can gain insights about important relation-
ships in democratic systems that are inac-
cessible using other strategies. Throughout
his career, he maintained this focus, with his
award-winning Elections As Instruments of
Democracy, published in 2000, being one of
the first truly comparative empirical studies
of political representation that moved beyond
the behavioral tradition that had previously
focused narrowly on mass attitudes and vot-
ing behavior. Such approaches have obvi-
ously caught on and developed in important
ways in the comparative subfield, including
the use of new techniques to explore more
directly issues of causation. But Powell, along
with a handful of others, deserves much of the
credit for helping create within the compara-
tive subfield a research tradition that takes
advantage of the variation in social context
and institutions that often exists only across
countries to shed light on substantive topics
of central interest in the discipline. In the
text that follows, we describe some of his
most important contributions.

A SEMINAL TEXTBOOK:
COMPARATIVE POLITICS TODAY

Before turning to Powell’s substantive
research contributions, it is important to rec-
ognize the impact he has on the field through
hisleadership in editing and writing the most
widely adopted textbook on comparative
politics. While he was a PhD student work-
ing with Almond at Stanford University,
they began a collaboration that would span
nearly four decades. They first collaborated
on an introduction to comparative politics
that provided the theoretical explanation of
Almond’s “structural-functional” approach
to comparing nations. Structural-function-
alism offered a method to compare nations
that seemed like apples and oranges, but in
essence were performing similar governing
functions in different ways.

This first Almond-Powell collaboration
was published as Comparative Politics: A
Developmental Approach in 1966. The book
was written as a graduate-level introduc-
tion to the rapidly expanding field of com-
parative politics, but it became more. The
book introduced the structural-functional
framework for comparing nations thatis still
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widely used today as a research and peda-
gogical tool. This framework also introduced
a host of concepts that became part of the
standard vocabulary of political science. For
example, the interests of citizens and social
groups were expressed in a process of “inter-
est articulation,” and political parties and
other institutions undertook a process of
“interest aggregation” to combine these pol-
icy demands into governing programs. The
book also institutionalized other contempo-
raneous ideas of how one compares nations.
It was the most influential framework for
the study of comparative politics, becoming
required reading for graduate students, and
many faculty, across the country.

After beginning his own professorial
career at the University of Rochester, Pow-
ell returned to Stanford in the summer of
1975 to collaborate on an expansion of the
structural-functional framework to incorpo-
rate the public policy dimension of govern-
ment. Over the next couple of years Powell
and Almond revised their first book, rework-
ing the overall framework, exchanging chap-
ters, and incorporating policy making and
policy outputs into their presentation. The
most impressive feature of this work is the
theoretical integration of various elements
of the political system to provide a holistic
view of comparative politics. Institutional
structures were linked to political culture
and patterns of interest articulation, and pat-
terns of interest articulation were connected
to patterns of public policy. They also tried
to integrate many empirical studies, includ-
ing their own, into the general framework.
This collaboration produced a virtually new
book: Comparative Politics: System, Process,
and Policy published in 1978.

The success of Comparative Politicsled to
an even larger collaboration between Almond
and Powell. Having written a theoretical text
for graduate students in comparative poli-
tics, they sought to bring this expertise to
undergraduates. A slimmed-down version
of structural-functional theory was extract-
ed from their 1978 book and provided the
introductory theory chapters for Compara-
tive Politics Today: A World View published
in 1980. The Almond-Powell textbook was
aimed at undergraduate students, and they
assembled a group of distinguished country
specialists to apply the structural-functional
framework to a diverse set of nations: Brit-
ain, France, West Germany, USSR, China,
Mexico, and Tanzania. This mix of coun-
try-study chapters, discussed in a common
theoretical framework, became the model for
teaching comparative politics. Comparative
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politics no longer meant the study of nations
besides the United States; it became a field
that compares nations.

For more than three decades the Almond-
Powell textbook has been the leading text
in introductory comparative politics courses
and, more recently, for AP classes in com-
parative politics. In subsequent editions the
number of country-study chapters grew; from
the initial seven to 12 (including the United
States) in the current 1oth edition. Each edi-
tion tried to steer a course that gave students
information about other nations, theories
about comparative politics, and a framework
for understanding this information. Inevi-
tably, the text editions were also shaped by
Powell’s own research studies on political
behavior, institutions, conflict, and repre-
sentation (discussed more later) and helped
communicate them. With Almond’s semi-
retirement and then death in 2002, the book
took on new coeditors (Russell Dalton and
Kaare Strom), as well as the imprint of Pow-
ell’s direction. With each edition, thousands
of undergraduate students expanded their
world view and learned to compare nations
from the Almond-Powell text.

Textbook authors have to be sensitive
about events in the world to share these
events with students. When the Soviet Union
began to crumble, the
world was changing
in fundamental ways.
Almond and Powell
first reworked the lan-
guage and examples
in the core text and
encouraged the coun-
try specialists to do
the same. As a later
response Almond, Pow-
ell, and Dalton expanded the Comparative
Politics Todayfranchise with a new text, Euro-
pean Politics Today published in 1998. Theo-
retically, the text continued the structural-
functional framework, as well as integrating
middle-level theories from rational choice,
neo-institutionalism, and other perspectives.
Itwas one of the first European politics texts
to compare the new Europe that included
nations from both West and East, including
four new country studies using the Almond-
Powell framework. European Politics Today
is now in its fourth edition.

In summary, beginning with his collabo-
ration with Almond on these several proj-
ects, Powell has made a major impact on the
teaching of comparative politics that reaches
far beyond his classrooms at the Universi-
ty of Rochester. His work in this area came

Association News

at a crucial time when the modern field of
comparative politics was developing, and his
texts shaped the development of this field.
We imagine that, with embarrassing regu-
larity, Powell meets new assistant professors
who say that their first comparative politics
book as a first-year college student (or high
school AP student) was Comparative Politics
Today. Along with the substantive contribu-
tions of his research, to which we turn in the
next section, this is a large part of Powell’s
legacy as a teacher and scholar.

CONFLICT AND CONFLICT
PREVENTION

From the very beginning of his career,
political conflict and its prevention have
been a focal point in Powell’s research. One
sees this interest at the earliest stages of his
career, in Social Fragmentation and Political
Hostility, published in 1970, which we discuss
more fully as we consider Powell’s contribu-
tions to the study of mass political behavior.
Subsequent research built on that early work
to explore micro mechanisms that explain
patterns of conflict, both among elites and
masses. This research exemplifies Powell’s
commitment to using careful, theoretically
grounded empirical research to make pre-
scriptive arguments about how to manage

In Comparative Politics Today....this mix of country-study
chapters, discussed in a common theoretical framework,
became the model for teaching comparative politics.
Comparative politics no longer meant the study of nations
besides the United States; it became a field that

compares nations.

serious social problems like conflict.
Powell and Stiefbold (1977) use interviews
with local politicians in 50 Austrian com-
munities to present and test three middle-
range theories of elite behavior, based on
assumptions that anger, bargaining, or politi-
cal mobilization, respectively, is the driving
force of elite conflict. Thus, political violence
can be understood as an expression of per-
sonal anger or frustration (caused, perhaps,
by a sense of deprivation), or as an instru-
mental outlet for strategic behavior aimed at
bettering one’s political rewards (as rational
choice theorists would generally argue), or it
may be aresponse to mobilizational efforts by
political elites such as party leaders. Powell
and Steifbold find some empirical support
for each of these propositions. Thus, party
boycotts of local council meetings in these
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Austrian communities seemed strategical-
ly motivated, whereas personal attacks on
one politician by another more commonly
reflected personal anger and animosities.
Finally, casting dissenting votes in the council
was most clearly associated with campaign
and mobilizational efforts by the relevant
political parties.

Powell’s early research on political con-
flict, based on his Austrian field research, was
animportant effort to provide micro founda-
tions for a literature that at that point was
often structural and mechanistic. Yet, Pow-
ell’s most ambitious and systematic study
of conflict and conflict resolution is without
doubt Contemporary Democracies, his wide-
ly recognized book first published in 1982,
which was awarded the Woodrow Wilson
Prize by APSA for the best book in political
science. In Contemporary Democracies, Powell
examines across all contemporary democra-
cies the environmental, institutional, and
party system effects on regime performance.
His performance indicators include the main-
tenance of political order, in addition to citi-
zen participation and government stabil-
ity. All of these are foci of much of Powell’s
accumulated scholarship, but our focus here
will be on the first of these dimensions, the
maintenance of political order (through the
prevention of politi-
cal violence).

In Contemporary
Democracies, Powell
utilizes two different
measures of political
violence: the mean
annual number of
riots and the number
of deaths to political
violence. His analy-
sis carefully examines the connections from
socioeconomic conditions, through struc-
tures of the political environment, at the elite
aswell as the mass level, to the eventual con-
flict outcomes. Thus, Powell demonstrates
that political violence, although certainly
correlated with economic development,
inequality, and ethnic diversity, is perhaps
most directly affected by the strategies of
political elites, and especially political parties.
When even smaller or more extreme parties
are incorporated into established political
institutions and given legislative and exec-
utive representation, the levels of political
deaths and rioting will tend to be lower. In
contrast, popular support for extremist par-
ties is positively associated with rioting.

In his concluding chapter, Powell dis-
cusses themes that would carry over to his
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subsequent scholarship and especially to
the role of majoritarian versus consocia-
tional political institutions in containing
or preventing political violence. Consistently
with his analysis of political violence, Powell
acknowledges that “the successes of these
examples of consociational practice can-
not be ignored” (p. 214), but adds that “the
willingness of all the parties to work toward
accommodative bargains is critical in the
success of consociational democracy.” Rep-
resentational party systems, which combine
nonmajoritarian electoral rules with strong
party-group linkages, have some distinctive
consequences: they funnel political dissent
inside the party system and existing con-
stitutional channels, which leads to lower
rates of riots and random violence, though
it also means lower government stability
and more challenging legislative relations.
In many circumstances, Powell would argue,
the latter is a price worth paying.

In a subsequent contribution to thislitera-
ture, Powell (1986) examined two puzzles in
the relationship between political elite behav-
ior and political violence. The first puzzle
has to dowith the interpretation of causality
in the well-established association between
extremist parties and political instability. Do
extremist parties bring about political insta-
bility, or does causality run in the opposite
direction? In his second puzzle, Powell asks
precisely what it is about party extremism
that causes problems for democratic stabil-
ity. Is it distance from the pivotal parties in
left-right policy terms, or is it the rejection of
the established rules of the game that such
parties often represent? Based on analysis of
survey data from twelve
European democracies,
Powell concludes that at
least as far as street vio-
lence, riots, and so forth
are concerned, parties are
barometers rather than
causes of unrest (in the
case of legislative disor-
der, though, the picture
is a bit different). The
characteristic of parties that matters most
is their alienation from mainstream politics
rather than their extremism along a conven-
tional left-right axis.

Powell’s scholarly results broadly sup-
port those who see power sharing, or more
generally political inclusiveness, as the
most promising way to prevent or contain
civil conflict, especially in its most severe
and violent forms. But his arguments are
more nuanced, and his analysis more fine-
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grained, than much of the literature in this
field. Political conflicts are not simply reflec-
tions of poverty, “ancient hatreds,” or popular
alienation, even though such forces matter.
Political institutions present opportunities
for political leaders and their organizations
to enlist popular grievances and demands for
constructive or conflictive purposes. Thus, a
key feature of this research is the emphasis
it places on elite behavior. Institutions, as
well as the “demand side” of mass-level poli-
tics, influence political conflict. But Powell
stresses the constraining effects that party
leaders have through their choice of whether
to mobilize citizens inside or outside consti-
tutional avenues of political involvement.

MASS POLITICAL BEHAVIOR INDIF-
FERENT CONTEXTS

From the outset of his career, Powell
clearly recognized that one could not study
a substantively important topic like vio-
lence without considering mass behavior,
elite behavior, and their interaction. In this
regard, he was outside the mold of typical
political behavior studies, which paid little
attention to the way in which political con-
text conditioned mass behavior. A central
contribution of Powell’s work therefore has
been his pioneering efforts to bring together
cross-national aggregate contexts and indi-
vidual behaviorthe sort of work that s today
embodied in the World Values Surveys and
the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems,
and the analyses that these databases engen-
der. Powell’s central contributions to this end
are on the topics of political participation
and economic voting.

Powell clearly recognized that one could not study a sub-
stantively important topic like violence without consider-
ing mass behavior, elite behavior, and their interaction. He

was outside the mold of typical polictical behavior stud-
ies, which paid little attention to the way in which political
context conditioned mass behavior.

First consider participation. In his first
published article (Nie, Powell, and Prewitt
1969), Powell and his coauthors used multi-
level analysis of the Almond and Verba five-
nation data to seek out the sources of cross-
national variation in political participation.
The study was based on the modernization
theories of the day, asking “What is the pro-
cess by which economic and political mod-
ernization lead to increased participation?”
The study offers what may have been the
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first explicit multilevel analysis in the field,
analyzing the interplay of national social
structures, individuals’ social positions, and
individuals’ motivations.

This paper was a thorough piece (43 APSR
pages long — a paper that might later have
made APSR editor Powell blanch; fortunately,
editor Ranney did not). It was path breaking
not only in its methodology and its find-
ings, but in the further questions it raised.
For instance, the authors presaged the now-
classic work of Verba, Nie, and Kim (1978),
with its conclusion that social inequalities
in participation are caused by an absence
of cleavage-based political organizations:

Organizational membership, then, could
be a political resource for the lower classes.
Were this resource equitably distributed, the
criteria for pluralistic democracy advanced
by Dahl, Key, and others would be more
nearly met..... Alterations in the organiza-
tional structure, then, can serve to correct
the tendency for even the most democrati-
cally organized societies to allow a dispro-
portionate amount of political influence to
be exercised by the well-to-do. (Nie, Powell,
and Prewitt 1969, 826).

A decadelater Powell returned to partici-
pation, this time to the question of voter turn-
out, first with a cross-national study (Powell,
1980) that has often provided a structure for
later comparative analyses of turnout. His
basic structure of socioeconomic environ-
ment, constitutional setting, and party sys-
tem provided the framework, for instance, of
the 91-country study by Blais and Dobrzyn-
ska (1998). It also provided the basis for his
other major work at about that time, Powell
(1986a), where he
concluded from a
comparative mul-
tilevel analysis
that political atti-
tudes in the Unit-
ed States increase
participation by
several percentage
points compared
with other coun-
tries, but that this effect is swamped by the
negative impacts of our registration laws and
the party system. “American Voter Turnout
in Comparative Perspective” has proved to
be one of Powell’s most influential works.

Powell’s work on economic voting, like his
work on participation, was among the first to
examine carefully how context affects voting.
One should think that when the economy
stagnates, the incumbent government would
incur electoral loss. But this often does not
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occur -- voters do not hold the incumbent
responsible to the same degree in all con-
texts. Powell and Whitten’s (1993) work on
economic voting set new standard for our
analyses of accountability in general and
the relationship between economic perfor-
mance of the incumbent government and
voter behavior in particular.

The work’s central contribution lies in
developing and testing an argument about
how “clarity of responsibility” affects the abil-
ity of citizens to hold politicians accountable
for economic outcomes. On one hand, blame
and responsibility depend on political insti-
tutions. The more voters perceive the control
of policymaking as unified, the more they
assign responsibility for policy outcomes
to the incumbent. Diffusion of responsibil-
ity, on the other hand, helps incumbents to
avoid being penalized at the polls.

Powell and Whitten conceptualize
responsibility as affected by relatively stable
factors (ones whose direct source is institu-
tional design) as well as changing ones. On
the former, they include voting cohesion of
governing parties — how much representa-
tives or party factions vote together or oppose
one another —and inclusion of the committee
system in parliament — whether the oppo-
sition is granted key roles in the leadership
of parliamentary committees. The chang-
ing factors include minority versus major-
ity government, divided or unified partisan
control under bicameralism, and single- or
multiparty coalition governments (although
split bicameral control and the number of
parties are not found to have an effect).

Following this work, “clarity of respon-
sibility” has become a staple in compara-
tive analyses of voter behavior. But the work
makes other important scholarly contribu-
tions as well. First, Powell and Whitten show
thatvoters do not simply penalize or reward
the incumbent by economic performance.
They do so by economic performance com-
pared with that in other countries. Addi-
tionally, in analyzing electoral fortunes of
a party, they argue, one should take into
account swings in support for the party in
the recent past, as such swings are often short
term and overstate the electoral fortune or
lack of support for a party. Lastly, left- and
right-leaning governments are punished
differently for economic outcomes. While
growth helps the incumbent government,
the left is penalized for high unemployment
rate while there is no clear evidence that the
right is penalized for high rate of inflation.

The study shaped the debate for years
to come. Hundreds of works that followed

Powell and Whitten’s study have drawn on
their insights, grappled with their findings,
and extended their analysis. The work is a
natural springboard for almost any subse-
quent research on the topic.

Although Powell’s most influential con-
tributions on political behavior lie in his use
of multilevel designs to study political par-
ticipation and economic voting, it is impor-
tant to recognize his other early work on
behavior, which while lacking the multilevel
framework for which Powell is so well known,
nonetheless made important contributions
to our understanding and interpretation of
core hypotheses in the behavior literature.
Consider his first book, Social Fragmentation
and Political Hostility, published in 1970. This
was a close study of social divisions and their
management in Hallein, a small city in the
state of Salzburg, Austria (and at one time
home to Franz Xaver Gruber, composer of
the carol “Silent Night”). Powell focused on
a classic hypothesis in comparative politics,
that cross-cutting cleavages reduce hostility
and conflict, while overlapping cleavages
(“fragmentation”) increase them. The pil-
larization of Austrian society into Socialist
and Catholic Lager (“camps”), each with its
own major party, makes for a clear test of
the theory. Unlike the United States, with its
profusion of cleavages and identities, Austria
has just one primary, dichotomous split in the
social structure. Cross-pressured individu-
als (for example, observant Catholic social-
ists) are easily identified. Powell conducted
his own public opinion surveys to relate the
pattern of cleavages and party loyalties to
expressions of partisan hostility. Both elites
and ordinary citizens were surveyed.

Powell finds, with numerous qualifica-
tions, that the theory of overlapping cleav-
ages holds in his city. Political elites in par-
ticular express considerable hostility toward
each other, they dislike cross-party marriage,
and they often find it difficult to communi-
cate and interact. A somewhat muted ver-
sion of the same pattern exists at the mass
level. Powell spells out the implications for
the political system, in particular the many
deleterious consequences of elite polariza-
tion. Writing at a time when many American
political scientists still longed for cohesive
political parties with sharply differentiated
policy positions, Powell sounded a cautionary
note that appears all too prescient in retro-
spect. And he set a standard for historically
knowledgeable, politically sophisticated, and
inferentially persuasive analysis of obser-
vational data.
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Powell (1976) followed up the book with a
more detailed study of cross-pressure theory
in Austria, this time using a national sample.
He finds again that the theory is fundamen-
tally correct, but that it often makes less dif-
ference than theorists imagine. Individuals
turn out to have mixed groups of friends, so
that the homogeneous social groups that
would give the theory great power simply do
not exist for many people. And at the attitu-
dinal level, he finds that about one-half of
Austrians do not understand the relationship
between the camps and the parties: They
do not recognize that the Catholic-orient-
ed conservative party represents Catholics,
for example, or that the Socialists represent
workers. Thus the cross-pressures imagined
by theorists are often weak: many individual
citizens have no sense that they are in the
“wrong” party. In consequence, the theory
holds, but has only modest effects.

Comparative behavior scholars will not be
surprised that key issues in politics escape the
grasp of many ordinary citizens. Butitis rare
to see the implications of that well-known
fact spelled out for midrange sociological
theorizing about politics. Thus Powell’s argu-
ment is an unusual and very attractive use
of micro-level empirical analysis to qualify
meso-theoretical claims.

Powell (1985, with Niemi, Stanley, and
Evans) took up a different aspect of parti-
sanship—its development over time in new
electorates. Studying newly enfranchised
populations in varying circumstances (Swiss
women given the vote; blacks in the southern
United States), they carry out a careful test of
Philip Converse’s well-known model of the
acquisition of partisanship. Converse pos-
ited that parents probabilistically transmit
party identification to their children if the
parents had it. After that the act of voting
reinforces partisan dispositions. In a nuanced
discussion carefully distinguishing different
cases, Powell et al. show that this framework
predicts poorly in several different new elec-
torates. New voters have too much partisan
strength. Anticipating subsequent work on
adaptive and Bayesian models of partisan-
ship, the article concludes with a discussion
of how partisan learning is fundamental,
not the act of voting itself. As the authors
trenchantly remark, African Americans in
the 1960s could learn a great deal about
the two political parties even before they
were allowed to go to the polls. Thus far from
being purely critical, this article pointed the
way toward ideas that have shaped several
decades of subsequent research.
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REPRESENTATION: PATHWAYS TO
CITIZEN CONTROL OF POLITICIANS

Powell’'s most recent research program
on political representation reinforces the
four themes outlined at the beginning of
this article that have run through so much of
his research. Using a large-n cross-national
research design that focuses at once on elite
and mass behavior, Powell demonstrates that
pathways to citizen control of politicians
depend on the subtle interplay of institu-
tions, and that different constellations of
institutions create trade-offs in the type
of citizen control that can emerge. In
addition, a new theme emerges, one
where Powell underlines the impor-
tance of situating the empirical study
of democratic representation within the
normative debates in democratic theory.

Democracy is often defended by nor-
mative theorists on the grounds that
itis a form of government that allows
citizens to control the actions of poli-
cymakers. But what are the different
ways in which this citizen control can occur
through elections? And how does the meth-
od of control relate to the quality or nature
of control? For the past 20 years, Powell
has studied these questions and his efforts
have resulted in several path breaking con-
tributions.?

Center stage in this research is the
description of two “ideal types” of demo-
cratic control through elections— “majori-
tarian” and “proportional influence.” The
central distinction between the two turns on
the “object of control” — that is, on whether
avoter uses elections to choose a collective
government policymaker (i.e., a single, uni-
fied party that can control the levers of gov-
ernment) or a representative agent (such as
a smaller cohesive party in a proportional
representation system) who then bargains
on behalf of the voter. These two distinct
objects of control each require their own
unique constellation of institutions that
provide alternative mechanisms for voters
to control policymakers.

To explain how these institutions operate,
Powell describes four interrelated stages in
the representation process: Electoral com-
petition, electoral outcomes, government
formation, and legislative bargaining. For
each model, opportunities for citizen control
break down if specific conditions are not sat-
isfied. These conditions therefore establish
the models of control.

First consider the majoritarian model.
Here Powell has Schumpeter’s notion of

862

PS ¢ October 2011

democracy in mind, where political power
is concentrated in the hands of identifiable
governments that are chosen by the elector-
ate and responsible to it. The electoral com-
petition stage involves a contest between an
identifiable incumbent government and an
identifiable challenger. Voters evaluate the
past performance and future promises of
the two contending parties, and choose the
one they like most. Effective citizen control
therefore requires that party responsibility
for past policy outcomes be clear, that two dis-

Center stage in this research is the
description of two “ideal types” of

democratic control through
elections — “majoritarian” and
“proportional influence.”

tinct future governments compete, and that
citizens use elections used to pick the future
government. At the election outcome stage, the
most preferred party must receive a major-
ity of seats, which then makes the govern-
ment formation stage rather obvious — since
a single party wins a majority of seats, this
party forms a government by itself, sharing
no power with other parties. Finally, in the
legislative bargaining stage, legislative rules
limit the role of parliament, and in particu-
lar the opportunities for opposition parties
to influence policy. Were this not true, ret-
rospective clarity of responsibility would be
lower, making it more difficult for citizens to
make choices during electoral competition.

Citizen control works quite differently
under the proportional model, where citi-
zens choose agents to bargain on their behalf
rather than choosing the collective govern-
ment itself. The system permits effective citi-
zen control if each citizen is able to select an
appropriate agent. The agents represent the
varied interests in society, and, to this end,
must be able to bargain effectively on behalf
of the citizens they represent.

During the electoral competition stage, the
proportional influence model requires that
each citizen be able to choose an appropriate
agent, which requires a wide range of parties
spread out across the ideological spectrum. Of
course, when this condition is satisfied, the
possibility for citizen control by the majori-
tarian model breaks down, because voters do
not have clear retrospective clarity and are
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not able to elect the next government. But
Powell was one of the first to draw attention
to the fact that if parties form pre-election
coalitions, it is possible to have both awide
range of choice and strong identifiability in
multiparty elections. Since each voter needs
an agent, during the election outcomesstage,
the proportional influence vision requires
that parties be represented in proportion to
their support in society. The government for-
mationstage then becomes a bargaining pro-
cess across the parties, with different parties
receiving ministerial portfolios. Final-
ly, to ensure that all agents —not just
those parties in government— have an
opportunity to influence policy, during
the legislative bargaining stage, legisla-
tive institutions are designed to ensure
that all parties have an opportunity to
influence legislation.

Formal institutional arrangements
play the central role in classifying politi-
cal systems according to the two visions.
At the electoral competition and out-

comes stages, electoral laws will be critical
in creating opportunities for citizen con-
trol under the two visions. The majoritar-
ian vision obviously requires single-mem-
ber district plurality rule, which is the most
effective electoral system for creating two
parties and single-party majorities. By con-
trast, the proportional vision requires PR
with large district magnitude to ensure that
smaller parties can form and that parties are
represented in proportion to their strength.
Similarly, during legislative policy making,
formal institutions are central to determining
whether power is concentrated in the hands
of the government, or whether opposition
parties have opportunities to shape policy
outcomes. In this regard, Powell focuses on
elements of the committee structure and of
agenda control. Opportunities for opposi-
tion influence are strongest when there are a
large number of committees corresponding
to government departments (so that com-
mittees can develop relevant expertise and
better control ministers), when committee
chairs are distributed to opposition parties, 3
when the government (as opposed to parlia-
ment) controls the legislative agenda, and
when limits that exist on the ability of com-
mittees to propose amendments. Together,
these two dimensions of formal institution-
al arrangements allow the classification of
political systems according to whether they
facilitate citizen control through the majori-
tarian or proportional visions.
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A central question is which of the two
visions permits better citizen control. Before
turning to that issue, however, it is worth
underscoring several points about the two
visions themselves. First, a fascinating
aspect associated with Powell’s conceptu-
al and empirical research is the existence
of institutional "equilibria” in the legisla-
tive and electoral domain: although there
clearly exist countries that are in the “off-
diagonals,” it is rather striking the extent to
which legislative and electoral rules go hand
inhand. Majoritarian electoral systems usu-
ally go hand in hand with legislative institu-
tions that limit opposition influence, while
proportional electoral systems usually have
legislative institutions that enhance opposi-
tion influence. To our knowledge, Powell is
the first to identify this correlation, and, of
course, he provides a clear rationale for why
this correlation makes sense.

Second, readers may note a strong rela-
tionship between Powell’s two visions of citi-
zen control, and Arend Lijphart’s research
on “majoritarian” and “consensus” democ-
racies (Lijphart 1984,1999.) Indeed, the two
frameworks are in many respects related, but
it is useful to underline how the two lines
of research differ. One is normative. For
Lijphart, majority and consensus democ-
racy represent two distinct normative visions.
Majoritarian democracy is based on a belief
that democracies should represent majorities,
and consensus democracy is based on a belief
democracies should represent as many people
as possible. In Powell’s research, there are
no competing normative visions, but rather
aninterest in understanding different path-
ways to achieving the same objective so cen-
tral to many normative theorists, which is
citizen control of policymakers. A second
distinction considers the nature of empiri-
cal primitives. In Lijphart’s analysis, politi-
cal outcomes are often used to help classify
political systems. These include such things
as the existence of single-party majorities or
minimal winning coalitions, stable cabinets,
two-party systems, and one dimension of
political conflict. For Powell, the primitives
are institutions themselves — the nature of
electoral and legislative bargaining rules.
In this respect, Powell’s framework is more
conducive to institutional engineering, as it
is easier to implement institutions than to
design outcomes.

To assess whether one institutional con-
stellation has advantages over the other with
respect to citizen control, Powell focuses pri-
marily on “congruence” between citizens

and policymakers, where congruence is the
distance between a country’s median voter
and the government policymakers in a left-
right ideological space. The congruence
research has utilized a breathtaking array
of data, including dozens of citizen survey
data, arange of data that can be used to place
political parties in the left-right space, and
institutional data spanning long time frames.

From this data, a consistent theme emerg-
es: For almost the entire post-war period, the
constellation of institutions associated with
the majoritarian vision consistently produce
congruence outcomes that are worse than
those associated with the proportional influ-
ence vision. This is true using a wide range
of empirical strategies. Consequently, the
mechanism for citizen control in majoritar-
ian systems seems weaker than the mecha-
nism associated with proportional influence.

It is important, however, to bear two
things in mind before one gives up on
majoritarian institutions for citizen con-
trol of policymakers. First, since roughly
1996, congruence outcomes in majoritar-
ian systems have been on par with those in
proportional influence systems. This is not
true because proportional systems have done
worse, but rather because the winning parties
in majoritarian systems have moved closer
to the median voter, as exemplified by the
Labour Party’s move to the center under Tony
Blair in Britain. Whether this trend will con-
tinue is an open question, but recent history
atleast makes clear that the mechanisms for
citizen control in the majoritarian systems
are not doomed to fail. Second, while aver-
age congruence outcomes are worse under
majoritarian systems, there are clearly greater
opportunities under such systems to punish
governments for bad economic outcomes, as
made clear in Powell’s research on economic
voting described here.

The different outcomes for the two mod-
els in the retrospective accountability tests
and the congruence tests highlight two gen-
eral ways in which Powell’s research has
shaped the study of the institutional foun-
dations of democracy. First, it often makes
little sense to try to understand the effects
of particular institutions in isolation from
others, nor to design them in ignorance of
their interactions. For example, adopting
majoritarian electoral laws and strong insti-
tutions for opposition influence in the leg-
islature would make both congruence and
retrospective accountability more difficult.
Second, and more centrally, Powell’s work
always reminds us that the specific institu-
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Association New
tional arrangements for democracy inevitably
create normative trade-offs. There will not
be a “best” set of institutions. Rather, the
best we can do is identify and understand
these trade-offs, making it possible to be
explicit about why we might prefer one type
of democracy over another. m

NOTES

1. See also Powell (1981), his article in
American Political Science Review, which pre-
sented some of the book’s core results.

2. The central work in this research agen-
da is Powell (2000), his path breaking and
awarding-winning book. Other important
contributions include Huber and Powell
(1994), Kang and Powell (2010) , Kim, Pow-
ell and Fording (2010), Powell and Vanberg
(2000), Powell (2006), and Powell (2009).

3. In his discussion of the relevant com-
mittee institutions, Powell draws on Kaare
Strem’s research on minority government
(Strem 1990).
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