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If the Shoe Fits: Exporting a Model of Partisanship to the Post-Colonial World

In Partisan Hearts and Minds, Green et al. argue that party identity is robust and stable at the aggregate and individual levels as well as the best predictor for voter choice of all social identities including class, race, and gender. They argue that party identity should be conceptualized as a type of social identity in which voters identify with the party perceived to include their respective social group based on party stereotypes. Further, they find party identity consistent in most time periods and at all level of government regardless of short-term rational choice calculations surrounding political events and elections. Green et al present a persuasive explanation for partisan stability in the American context. Generalizing their theory to diverse party systems, however, poses two broad problems. First, although they frame party identity as a function of social group identity, they do not explain the process of acquiring specific social identities or party identities. Additionally, the theory does not account for the effect that variation in centralization of authority in political and economic spheres has on party identity at different levels of government. In this paper, I critically review the authors’ conceptualization and measurement of partisanship. Subsequently, I address problems of context specificity problematic for a larger comparative project.

The Argument


Green et al. understand partisan identity as a psychological attachment to the constellation of social groups that stereotypes of political parties conjure up in the minds of voters. Drawing on the metaphor of religious identity, they argue that partisan identity is a product of socialization rather than critical evaluation.
 While the authors accept the public’s ability to process information concerning political events and the competence of political leaders, they distinguish between evaluative perceptions responsive to short-term events and partisan identity, which they argue to be largely static from one’s early thirties. Returning to the metaphor of religious identity, their argument would highlight that while Catholic support for the late Pope vacillated over time, Catholics generally retained identification with the Catholic Church. Thus, Green et al. understand partisan identity to concern individuals’ self-conceptions of membership in social groups and perceptions of parties’ perceived social bases. For example, if a voter is a union member and feels that his group fits with his image of the Democratic Party and if he is sympathetic to other social groups he perceives to form their base, we assume that he identifies as a Democrat. On the contrary, if he identifies as an upper class white and perceives that Democrats (as a social grouping) include African Americans and secular Jews, whom he detests, then he is unlikely to identify as a Democrat. Generalizing evidence on the pervasiveness and stability of social stereotypes, whether ethnic, religious, or partisan, Green et al. hypothesize that partisan identity will be stable. 


Green et al. argue that two questions determine party identity. “What kinds of social groups come to mind as I think about Democrats, Republicans, and Independents? Which assemblage of groups (if any) describes me?”
 In addressing the first question, they found that respondents consistently connected Republicans with the upper classes and Democrats with middle and lower classes. Further, respondents holding favorable views towards groups perceived to be linked to Democrats generally identified as Democrats and vice versa. They write,

Of those who feel close to business people but not minority or working class groups, 62.1% identify as Republicans and 15.3% as Democrats. Of those with the converse pattern of group affinities, 65.7% are Democrats and 6.5% are Republicans… The terms Democrats and Republicans clearly call to mind different constituent groups, and how people feel about these social categories has a great deal to do with whether they identify with a partisan group and, if so, which one.

They oversimplify the second question by avoiding the issue of formation of social identity. Green et al. posit that social group self-conceptualization relates to party identity while also accepting that party identity is more important than membership in any major social group. They assert the importance of social group perceptions with evidence that Republicans are disproportionately unsympathetic to minorities and poor people and vice versa. Membership in each of those groups, however, is not as significant a predictor of voting as partisan identity and few social groups hold consistent party loyalties.
 If party identity follows from self-conceptualization within a social group and the location of that group within a party’s perceived base, yet social groups themselves hold weak explanatory power in determining party identity, it is unclear which self-identified social groups matter. If instead, as reported in The American Voter, Green et al. trace party identity to partisan socialization where the social groups referred to are partisan above all, the argument is tautological.
 In this case, Green et al. fail to provide an explanation for how social group identity translates into partisan identity despite their seemingly abandoned definition for the latter.

Green et al. make the implicit assumption that primary social group identity is stable throughout adulthood. This prerequisite assumption avoids the fact that social identity is not monolithic but multiple with numerous identities competing for primacy. In contrast with the implied argument that party identity is durable because social identity is stable, I argue that social identity primacy itself is dynamic. This is particularly important for partisan stability when different parties invoke different salient identities across time. For example, Catholics generally identified as Democrats in the first half of the twentieth century; however, observant Catholic Republicans overwhelmingly supported the Catholic Democratic candidate in 1960.
 In this case, the argument under study would hold that defecting Catholic Republicans retained their partisan identities; however, Catholic identity was clearly more pervasive in 1960 than before. This suggests that an alternative self-conception of social identity brought Catholics to the Republicans before 1960, but that acute triggers of religious identity (a Catholic presidential candidate) overwhelmed partisan loyalties in 1960. Moreover, the recent shift among Catholics from Democrats to Republicans suggests that religiosity (broadly conceived) temporarily trumped previously held class, ethnic, and denominational identities.
 To provide another example, the Hindu nationalist BJP launched an aggressive campaign in the 1980s and 1990s to destroy a mosque purportedly built at the birthplace of Lord Ram. They attracted a mass support base of all types of Hindu castes by the early 1990s and won state assembly elections in Uttar Pradesh in 1991. In 1993, after the mosque was destroyed, a coalition of lower caste parties defeated the BJP. Here, religious identity temporarily overwhelmed caste identity and subsequently the latter took prominence.
 

Green et al. treat social identity as if it were simple and constant. I disagree.
 I argue that social identity is responsive to the political environment and salient cues favoring one identity over another at a particular time. While I do not hold that temporary shifts in primary identity necessarily lead to long-term partisan realignment, I do argue that a theory of partisanship that assumes partisan stability is linked to stability in social groups is problematic in any context and particularly in more diverse ones in the post-colonial world. I also argue that while the authors convincingly challenge rational choice understandings of partisanship in the Downs (1957) tradition, rational choice may be informative in tracking shifts in identity primacy. If cleavages can be framed and reframed by elites and if voters vacillate between flexible and competing identities, a model of partisan identity that fails to explain the process of social group self-identification seems incomplete.
 

Lastly, Green et al. argue that party identity is coherent in two-party and multi-party systems across state/provincial and national levels when incumbency effect is controlled.
 The authors support this claim with evidence from Germany, the United States, and Britain, all highly centralized states (Kollman and Chhibber 2004), but fail to find such evidence in Canada during a period of decentralization in the 1990s when regional parties grew strong enough to displace a national party. Green et al. argue that post-1990 Canada is an exceptional case of regional/linguistic identities weakening national partisan identities in a recently de-stabilized party system. Instead, I argue that this case should be seen as a more general effect of decentralization of power at the provincial level. 

Selection on the Dependent Variable: A Problem of State Centralization

Green et al. argue that the U.S. is typical of stable party systems.
 They refer to stable party systems as those with stable political institutions, stable electoral rules, and stable rules governing how different branches of government interact.
 I argue that multiple countries with diverse party systems fit this requirement although only highly centralized and aggregated ones are included in their comparative sample, which includes the unitary, centralized states of Germany and Great Britain.
 Chhibber and Kollman (2004) posit that the level of centralization of economic and political authority predicts the level of party aggregation, which I argue has profound effect on partisan coherence across levels of government.
 They write,

Under decentralized political or economic systems, candidates will have fewer pressures to join broad national parties because voters will know that local or regional governments make the important decisions… When authority over the issues voters care about is dispersed to lower levels of government or is provincialized, regional and state-based or province-based parties can more easily find the political space to form and survive… In particular it should be easier for parties to aggregate to the national level as a country experiences political and economic centralization. Moreover it should be easier for minor and regional parties to survive the more a country is decentralized or provincialized politically and economically.

If centralization causes party aggregation and Green et al. base their argument for coherence of partisan identity across levels of government exclusively on centralized cases, this accounts for selection bias. One assumes that split party identities would be rare in an environment where regional parties cannot survive and elites lack the incentives to form them. In centralized systems, power is concentrated at the national level along with voters’ attention. In the U.S., voters rarely concern themselves with state politics and often base their votes in state elections on the authority of national parties that hold pervasive symbols which are meaningful across geographic boundaries.
 This is not the case in provincialized systems where state/provincial governments control procurement of public goods (from sanitation to security to healthcare), state jobs, and educational institutions.
 In these systems, citizens consider the federal government remote in most aspects of their daily lives and party identity is pervasive at the state level. 


Therefore, I disagree with Green et al. in their conclusion that shifting and multiple party identities in Canada during the 1990s account for an aberration of regional identities trumping larger partisan ones. Chhibber and Kollman note that both India and Canada are ethnically and linguistically diverse; however, regional parties have only successfully capitalized on these identities during periods of decentralization. This suggests that partisan identities among voters in decentralized states are categorically more likely to be multiple across levels of government than those in centralized states. Therefore, I argue that if Green et al. included more decentralized cases, their finding of split partisan identities would have been more widespread.
  Instead, their findings reflect a restrictive set of cases with the following narrowed hypothesis: multidimensional identities will be rare in aggregated party systems where regional parties do not compete with national parties for partisan loyalties. 

  Locating the Model with the Case of India


The case of India under a dominant party system (1947-89) addresses the above critiques while meeting the stable party systems criteria. Indian electoral law has followed the FPTP system since independence; its political institutions maintained continuity with Congress dominant and competing against a disparate array of weak opposition parties; and the rules governing interaction between the center and states roughly stayed the same although relative powers changed over time. Further, Eldersveld (1973) notes significant trends among Indian voters during this period: 70% identified with a party, 63% who identified with a party voted for it in national and local elections, the percentage of Indians (52%) coded strong identifiers is over twice that of Americans (24%).
 Moreover, 60% remained stable in their party loyalties in a panel study taken in 1962 and 1967.
 Still, these figures do not reflect national attachments. 

India poses problems for Green et al. in measuring partisan identity in a provincialized system. First, specific caste and religious social groupings line up with political parties at the local level but not at the national level. Similarly, Congress Party organizations in different states carry different images concerning social groups but the same party label. Second, social cleavage party systems where ethnic and religious identities closely overlap with party preferences cause problems for conceptualizing party identity as distinct from ethnic group membership. For example, the Congress Party in Uttar Pradesh sharply declined in the 1980s and 1990s when a system of ethnic parties organized by caste and religious groups absorbed their base. This may suggest that party loyalties are secondary to what Chandra (2004) calls ethnic head-counts of competitive parties. I focus on the first point since the latter is more relevant after 1989, which falls beyond the study period.

Chhibber and Kollman argue that provincial systems are generally characterized with independent party organizations in which state party organizations have little in common with national organizations in doctrine, symbols, or social coalitions. This is perhaps most evident in India where party organizations at all levels are built around dominant social cleavages most apparent at increasingly local units. For example, Congress may be the party of Brahmins in a northern state and an anti-Brahmin party in a southern one. Since dominant social cleavages correspond to the area of political competition, state politics in India’s federal system surrounds distinct social conflicts. Therefore, partisan identity may be strong in India, but the social grouping one party elicits in the minds of voters differs across the country. Here, if one supports Congress at the State and national levels, the meaning attached to such support is heterodox. Chhibber and Pretocik write,

Congress is several parties, with a social base in some parts of the country that is at odds with its social foundations in other regions… In Rajastan, for example, the Congress drew more support from the Jats while the Rajputs were represented by opposition parties; in neighboring Haryana the Lok Dal depended for its electoral successes largely on the Jats while the Congress drew support from Punjabi Hindus and upper castes.

Consequently, split party identities in the period following Congress dominance-- when specific social cleavages at the state level were organized by regional parties-- should not be surprising as the sources of social identity remain similar. Following from the India example, I argue that this problem of more conceptualizations of partisan social groupings than parties poses a problem for provincialized systems in general.


 In conclusion, I argue that Green et al. successfully challenge rational choice explanations for partisan stability, but largely ignore issues of identity formation and broad generalization. Many studies of party identity in American politics ignore the process of identity formation and dynamic selection among competing identities. Since social groups appear a key component of the authors’ definition of political identity, ignoring this aspect leaves their argument an unsatisfying rallying call for the conclusions of The American Voter. I also argue that their comparative applications ignore the role of provincialization on political identity formation. In this case, the study of partisan identity has been focused at the national level in a way that ignores the more specific associations voters make in expressing partisanship. A deeper inquiry would thus provide more substantive and generalizeable insights.   
 

� Green et al. accept that the American public is traditionally skeptical of parties, has little information about their activities, and virtually no contact with them as organizations. Therefore, it must be clear that the political party as a political institution is generally not the object of identification. Instead, the social group imagined with the adjectives ‘Democrats and Republicans’ are the objects of identification.   
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