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Electoral Systems and 
Party Systems in East Asia

Benjamin Reilly

Over the past two decades, numerous East Asian states have undergone transi-
tions to democracy. One of the most distinctive aspects of democratization has
been the way East Asian democracies have sought to manage political change
by institutional innovations that aim to influence the development of the re-
gion’s party systems. These reforms have typically tried to promote more cen-
trist and stable politics by encouraging fewer, and hence larger, political par-
ties. The result is an increasing evolution of the region’s electoral and party
system constellations toward more majoritarian elections and, in some cases,
nascent two-party systems.

KEYWORDS: democracy, electoral systems, political parties, Asia-Pacific

A s the first article in this collection, we begin by describing the or-
ganizational structure of party systems in East Asian democracies

to provide a framework for the analyses of parties and citizen political
behavior that follow.

The number of East Asian regimes that can be considered to meet
the basic Schumpeterian definition of democracy—that is, govern-
ments chosen via open and competitive elections—has snowballed
over the past twenty years.1 At the end of the Cold War, only Japan
could claim to be an “established” East Asian democracy, but since
then a new era of democratization has spread across the region.2

Major transitions from authoritarian rule toward democracy began
with the popular uprising against the Marcos regime in the Philippines
in 1986 and the negotiated transitions from autocratic governments in
Korea and Taiwan in 1987. This trend moved on to Mongolia’s first
multiparty election in 1990, the resumption of civilian rule in Thailand
in 1992, the UN’s intervention in Cambodia in 1993, the fall of In-
donesia’s Suharto regime in 1998, and the international rehabilitation
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The Patterns of Party 
Polarization in East Asia

Russell J. Dalton and Aiji Tanaka

The alignment of parties within a party system shapes the nature of electoral
competition, the process of representation, and potentially the legitimacy of the
system. This article describes the distribution of parties and the levels of party
polarization in the party systems of East Asian democracies. We examine the
public’s perceptions of party positions on a left-right scale to map the pattern
of party competition. The evidence is based on two waves of surveys from the
Comparative Study of Electoral Systems. We describe considerable variation
in the polarization of Asian party systems, which has direct implications for the
clarity of party choice and the behavior of voters. We conclude with a discus-
sion of the implications of our findings.

KEYWORDS: polarization, left-right, political parties, spatial models

For a party system to offer reasonable and meaningful political
choices to the voters, and for democratic elections to function, the

parties must present significant policy choices and distinct governing
programs. Party systems should reflect the enduring structure of demo-
cratic competition and thus should represent the significant political and
social cleavages in the nation. For instance, research on the formation of
democratic party systems in Europe argued that parties provided an op-
portunity for existing social divisions to find political expression—and
resolution—through electoral competition.1 Without such content and a
clear programmatic structure, elections could become ephemeral expres-
sions of opinions or personality contests, rather than instrumental acts of
governance. This logic is embedded in the discussions of electoral sys-
tem reform that Benjamin Reilly described in the previous article.

Furthermore, the relative positions of parties in terms of cleavage
or ideological dimensions have fundamental implications for electoral
politics. For instance, Giovanni Sartori maintained that the degree of
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Social Structure and Party Support 
in the East Asian Democracies

Ian McAllister

A stable and effective party system depends on consistent and enduring support
from social groups. Using the Lipset-Rokkan paradigm as a point of departure,
this article tests the relationship between social structure and party support in
four East Asian democracies (Japan, South Korea, the Philippines, and Taiwan)
and two Western democracies (Australia and New Zealand) using the Compar-
ative Study of Electoral Systems. Using Australia and New Zealand as a refer-
ence point, the results show that the four Lipset-Rokkan social cleavages are
only loosely related to party support in the four East Asian nations, mainly
through center-periphery and urban-rural divisions. The absence of an owner-
worker cleavage is explained by the suppression of labor-based parties in these
countries. More generally, the results suggest the importance of the socializing
experiences associated with the democratic transitions in each of the four newer
democracies.

KEYWORDS: political parties, voting, social cleavages, democratization

T he past half century has seen democratic consolidations occur
across the globe, from the postcommunist states of Central and

Eastern Europe to the “tiger” economies of East Asia. While scholars
disagree about many aspects of these transitions, one element that few
disagree on is the central role that political parties play in the process.
A key to the successful institutionalization of a party system is the cre-
ation of an enduring link between the social structure and the main
party and policy alternatives in the country. Once such a link has been
embedded over successive elections, the coalescence of voters’ loyal-
ties around the main party groupings should ensure long-term continu-
ity in the choice sets open to voters and represent the enduring social
interests in the nation.
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Value Cleavages, Issues, and
Partisanship in East Asia

Aie-Rie Lee

This article examines how the social transformation in many East Asian
democracies is altering the value priorities of their publics, and how these val-
ues are affecting party choice. Our analyses are based on the newest wave of
the World Values Survey. We find that the emergence of an authoritarian-liber-
tarian value cleavage is clearly associated with level of development, but these
values emerge well before what prior research indicated. In addition, we show
that party loyalty among the East Asian citizenry is shaped by a mix of social
values, economic issues, left-right ideology, distrust in governmental institu-
tions, and proclivities to engage in protest activities.

KEYWORDS: value change, authoritarian, libertarian, economic voting, partisan-
ship, voting

A s is well known, East Asia has undergone fundamental socioeco-
nomic transformations in the past thirty to forty years. Recently,

several nations have transitioned from relatively authoritarian systems
to fledgling democratic regimes. As a consequence of these rapid social
changes, there may be many conflicting social values among East Asian
publics. Existing traditional ideas and cultural predispositions may play
a central role in shaping political behavior. To the extent that deferential,
conformist values that emphasize respecting authority and avoiding
conflict remain primary norms of East Asian societies, they encourage
specific political orientations.1 At the same time, modernization and de-
mocratization should give rise to new values of self-expression and lib-
ertarian orientations. Thus, this article argues that social values provide
an important clue in understanding the nature of political conflict and its
resolution in contemporary East Asian party systems.

Certainly scholars disagree about how to measure values and what
kinds of value cleavages exist in East Asia and other emerging democra-
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Partisanship in East Asia

Emile C. J. Sheng

This article compares partisanship across East Asian nations, with four indica-
tors reflecting different dimensions of the concept. Across these indicators,
partisanship in East Asian nations was found to be relatively weak compared
with most Western democracies, reflecting the less institutionalized nature of
their party systems. This could be caused by insufficient time to develop par-
tisanship through mechanisms such as electoral experience and parental so-
cialization. Further breakdowns of income, gender, age groups, and educa-
tional levels of partisans showed that more advanced democracies share a
relatively uniform pattern across demographics, while young democracies in
East Asia showed a more skewed distribution of partisan identifiers, unevenly
distributed across income and gender groups. This pattern suggests partisan-
ship is likely to start its development from certain segments of the population
and then spread into other segments of the society as a party system becomes
more institutionalized.

KEYWORDS: party identification, partisan strength, East Asia

T he development of partisanship can be viewed as an indicator for
the level of party system institutionalization.1 Party ties bind indi-

viduals to specific parties and provide a source of cues guiding indi-
vidual political behavior from the decision whether to vote to the
choice of party.2 Thus, some scholars claim it is the most important at-
titude in the study of citizen political behavior.

Our prime interest is whether this key measure of political behav-
ior also exists among East Asian publics, and how partisanship should
be measured. As we note below, there are basic reasons to doubt that the
party systems and publics of East Asia have developed the level of party
attachments normally found in established Western democracies. How-
ever, the percentage of citizens subjectively identifying with a party is
only one of many possible indicators of partisanship. This research also
utilizes other measures of partisan strength to capture partisanship’s 
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Partisanship and Citizen Politics 
in East Asia

Yun-han Chu and Min-hua Huang

This article assesses the relative importance of partisanship in explaining level
of citizens’ political engagement within a multivariate framework. In particular,
we examine if the relative worth of partisan attachment in explaining civic en-
gagement differs systematically between East Asian emerging democracies and
established democracies. We find that partisanship in East Asia exerts just as
much influence on citizens’ engagement in politics as in established democra-
cies. The global trend in which interest associations and social movements are
becoming vigorous competitors to parties for the opportunity to represent and
mobilize citizens in democratic process has also spread to East Asia.

KEYWORDS: partisanship, political participation, East Asian democracy, citizen
politics

Among the many functions that parties perform in democracies, by
connecting citizens to the process of democratic governance, polit-

ical parties give citizens a sense of involvement and empowerment. The
early Michigan election studies demonstrated how partisanship was a
core element in political identities and behaviors.1 Later on, researchers
developed a functional theory of party identification, conceptualizing
partisanship as a heuristic for organizing political information, evalua-
tions, and behaviors.2 Partisanship provides a strong cue-giving function
for voting, more than any other social group cues, because elections es-
sentially involve partisan choices. Partisan ties also motivate citizens to
take part in the political process. As Russell Dalton explained it, “Just
like sports loyalties, attachment to a political party draws an individual
into the electoral process to support his or her side.”3 Thus, partisanship
is routinely identified as a strong predictor of a wide range of political
predispositions and participatory actions ranging from political efficacy
to psychological involvement in politics, voting, and campaign activities.
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Partisanship 
and Democratization

Doh Chull Shin and Rollin F. Tusalem

How do attachments to political parties among the mass publics of East Asia
affect the process of democratization in the region? Analyses of the East Asia
Barometer surveys reveal that partisanship motivates East Asians to endorse
the democratic performance of their political system and embrace democracy
as the best possible system of government. These findings accord, by and large,
with the socialization, cognitive dissonance, and rational choice theories of
partisanship.

KEYWORDS: cognitive dissonance, democratization, East Asians, partisanship,
rational choice, and socialization

P olitical parties perform a variety of functions for “achieving,
maintaining, and improving the quality of democracy.”1 How ef-

fectively parties can perform such democratic functions, however, de-
pends largely on whether they form an institutionalized party system
that has taken root deeply in society.2 One indicator of such a viable
party system concerns the extent to which voters identify with a party
or have a party preference.3 Without widespread citizen attachment to
political parties, the electoral process becomes highly volatile and the
legislative process becomes highly unpredictable in its formulation of
major policies. Such partisan attachment, known as partisanship, is,
therefore, essential to the institutional process of democratization.4

The democratization effects of mass partisanship go well beyond
the institutional dimension of democratization.5 As a political predis-
position often called “a prime mover,” partisan attachment powerfully
shapes many other political attitudes and beliefs.6 As discussed in ear-
lier articles, it motivates ordinary citizens to engage in electoral and
other political activities. Furthermore, as a long-term affective orienta-
tion, it motivates them to perceive and react positively to the political
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