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Abstract
I rely on data from 31,754 electoral districts in the United States from 1834 until 2016 to explore how the
nationalization of politics occurs within districts. I argue that in the early stages of the American democ-
racy local concerns were more prominent in the distant districts from the capital city than in the nearby
districts, and therefore the number of parties was greater in the former than in the latter. However, these
differences vanished after the New Deal, when authority was centralized. Nationalization reduced the
number of parties everywhere, but above all in the most distant district from Washington, D.C.
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The number of national parties over time in electoral democracies has been shown to be affected
by two large-scale phenomena, namely the nationalization of voting behavior since the first com-
petitive elections in the 1850s and the degree of (de)centralization of economic and political
power. First, nationalization led to the replacement of the highly localized and territorialized pol-
itics in the early phases of electoral competition in the nineteenth century with national electoral
alignments (Caramani, 2004, 1) and accordingly to a reduction in the number of national parties.
The argument is from voters’ decision making to party system effects. Second, as national
governments centralize power and make policies that affect local areas, the number of national
parties reduces because candidates have greater incentives to associate with national organiza-
tions, and voters have greater incentives to abandon locally competitive but nationally non-
competitive parties (Chhibber and Kollman, 2004; see also Kollman and Worthington, 2021).
The argument is from (de)centralization to the nationalization of the vote and, in contrast
with Caramani’s argument, it is not temporally bound.

Although Caramani and Chhibber and Kollman rightly point to the key influence of national-
ization and the decentralization of power on the number of national parties, their arguments might
be underspecified. Other than stating that nationalization and centralization reduce the number of
parties, the conditions under which this reductive effect occurs within countries are not indicated.

I argue that the nationalization of politics within countries is driven by the spatial distribution of
a country’s population relative to the capital city. The geographical distance from districts to the
capital city affects the speed and effect of nationalization. More specifically, districts located closer
to the stronghold of government are expected to have fewer parties than distant districts in the early
years of democracy. The increasing importance of the national government and the decreasing role
of local factors as time goes by will mainly affect parties and voters in the distant districts.

This interest in the role played by geography in explaining electoral politics is far from new.
Political engineers in early democracies, in particular the founding fathers of the United States,
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were already aware of the link between geographic distances and governance. In Federalist
paper 14, James Madison argued as follows:

As the natural limit of a democracy is that distance from the central point which will just
permit the most remote citizens to assemble as often as their public functions demand,
and will include no greater number than can joint in those functions; so the natural limit
of a republic is that distance from the centre which will barely allow the representatives to
meet as often as may be necessary for the administration of public affairs. (Hamilton
et al., 2009, 68)

The effect of geographic distance to the capital city on nationalization across districts within
countries is shaped by the actions of parties, voters, and national governments. First, the creation
of national parties entails the attraction of enough local notables to spread party labels across geo-
graphical areas (Chhibber and Kollman, 2004, 82–83). The formation of national parties is not a
“bottom-up” process, with a trajectory of increasing size and scope of party aggregation, but a
“top-down” story. In Canada, India, the United Kingdom, and the United States, for instance,
the organizational structures of the first political parties with influence on national government
policy were centered in the national capitals (Chhibber and Kollman, 2004, chapter 4). As party
linkage was gradually extended from the capital cities to outlying geographical areas, local con-
cerns were expected to be incorporated into parties’ platforms first in the nearby districts to cap-
ital cities and finally in the most distant districts. In other words, party linkage is not expected to
be simultaneous in all districts within countries: the more distant districts are from the capital
city, the later the party linkage will be.

Second, in the early stages of democracies in the nineteenth century, with poor transportation
and communication systems and limited literacy, the flow of information among stakeholders at
the national and local levels will be worse as we move away from the capital city. Voters in distant
districts from the stronghold of government will be very poorly informed about the national
politics, and therefore they will be more concerned about local issues than voters in the closest
districts to the capital city.

Finally, the homogenization of politics as a consequence of the general integration of societies
(Caramani, 2004) is expected to start in the geographical areas closer to the capital city. The
expansion of state administration is gradual, and therefore territorial diversity in the course of
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries is progressively reduced. The incentives to coordinate
on common party labels (Chhibber and Kollman, 1998, 2004) will be first faced by voters and
candidates in the districts closest to the capital city as the national government becomes more
important for them than in the furthest areas in the country.

When examining the nationalization of politics within countries over time, two expectations
emerge on the basis of the previous discussion. On the one hand, in the early stages of democracy
in the nineteenth century, local concerns are expected to be more diverse and prominent as we
move away from the capital city. As party system fragmentation goes hand in hand with the num-
ber of dimensions that are salient to political actors (Stoll, 2011), the (effective) number of parties
at the district level should be greater in the furthest areas from the capital city than in the closest
areas. Not surprisingly, more provincialization leads to greater party system fragmentation at the
district level (Chhibber and Kollman, 2004, chapter 6). Therefore, in the early elections, the more
distant from the capital city a district is, the greater the number of local parties. On the other hand,
the nationalization of politics means that local problems are replaced with national issues. The
expectation is that those districts where local issues were more prominent in the early stages
of democracies will be the most affected by the nationalization process. Given that the furthest
districts from the capital city are expected to have more local parties, nationalization within dis-
tricts should be centripetal: the furthest districts from the capital city will be those experiencing a
higher reduction in party system fragmentation over time.
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The degree to which party systems are nationalized has been shown to affect the delivery of
public goods (Hicken et al., 2016). The implication of my argument is that what matters is
not only the degree of nationalization but also how it occurs within districts. My research con-
tributes to the literature on political parties by showing that there is a relationship between the
location of capital cities and the geographic expansion of national parties. Nationalization is faster
in those districts that are located closer to the capital city. Thus nationalization is heterogeneous
across districts within countries.

Explaining the nationalization of elections within districts
Sample

To examine how the nationalization of elections occurs within districts, I engaged in a large data
collection effort. I built a sample including district-election data for the United States Congress
elections from 1834 to 2016.1 The sample includes 31,574 districts. Four features make the United
States the ideal case to show that nationalization within electoral districts is not homogenous: (i)
it is the oldest democracy (Boix et al., 2013), and electoral data are available since the 1830s; (ii) it
is the fourth largest country in the world (FAO, 2021), and therefore there is a huge variation in
the distance from the districts to the capital city; (iii) it has experienced no changes in institu-
tional arrangements affecting the nationalization of electoral politics such as the electoral system;
and (iv) in the United States there is a clear pattern of party aggregation explained by the cen-
tralization of authority. As Chhibber and Kollman (1998, 2004, chapter 7) show, the major
change occurred in the 1920s and 1930s, when the effective number of parties dropped to two
and stayed there. This aggregation pattern was driven by the New Deal in the 1930s and the intro-
duction of the national income tax in 1913.2

Dependent variable

To examine the number of parties at the district level, I used the conventional effective number of
electoral parties (ENP_cst) by Laakso and Taagepera (1979):

ENPij = 1/
∑n

i=1

p2ij

where j is a given election and p is the proportion of popular votes received by party i. The source
is the Constituency-Level Elections Archive (CLEA) (Kollman et al., 2019).

Explanatory variables

The key explanatory variable is (the log of) the distance in kilometers (plus 1) in a straight line
from the district centroids to Washington, D.C., according to Google Maps. Shapefiles for con-
gressional districts are from Lewis et al. (2021), as available at https://cdmaps.polisci.ucla.edu.3 As
the effect of distance on ENP_cst is expected to change over time, the statistical model will be

1There are no available data before 1834.
2The New Deal enacted by Roosevelt from 1933 to 1939 had a very significant impact on the location of government activ-

ity within the federal structure of U.S. governments (Fishback & Wallis, 2013). First, the New Deal strengthened the role of
the federal and state governments at the expense of local governments. Second, the national government began to give grants
to state and local governments to aid them in dealing with poverty and unemployment. Third, regulatory programs that
strongly influenced economic activity were more likely to be nationally administered. Fourth, the spending programs tended
to reduce the ability of the national administrator to treat states differently.

3Alaska and Hawaii are excluded from the analysis.
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estimated in different time periods. I have two expectations. First, the coefficient on distance
should be positive and statistically significant before the New Deal. Given that distant states
were progressively joining the union in the second half of the XIX century, the effect of distance
is expected to be weaker in the 1850s than immediately before the New Deal due to the higher
statistical power in the latter. Second, after the New Deal, the coefficient on distance should not be
statistically significant: the number of district parties should converge due to the centralization of
power.

I control for the state population (in millions)4 and the number of valid votes (in millions) in
every district and election. As the heterogeneity of preferences increases as states or districts are
larger (Alesina and Spolaore, 2003, 4), highly populated states and districts are expected to have
more parties than states and districts with lower population. Thus the expected effect of the vari-
ables is positive. The sources are Manson et al. (2020) and Kollman et al. (2019), respectively.

Finally, no story about party politics in the United States can ignore regional differences, espe-
cially in the South. As Chhibber and Kollman (2004, chapter 7) show, the South was predomin-
antly a one-party region from the 1890s to the 1970s. All the analyses have been conducted
including and excluding the South.5

The empirical analysis proceeds in two steps. The first step shows the decreasing impact of
distance to the national capital over time. The specification is as follows:

ENPcstij = b0i+ b1Distanceij + b2State Populationj + b3Valid Votesij

+ b4State Dummiesj + 1ij (1)

However, a not significant β1Distanceij after the New Deal is compatible with three dif-
ferent patterns: the number of parties decreased both in the nearby and the distant districts,
but more in the latter; the number of parties only decreased in the distant districts; and the
number of parties increased in the nearby districts, while it did not change in the distant
districts. In order to disentangle this crucial question, I have used the current time zones
in the U.S. and divided the sample into those districts included in the GMT-5 (i.e., the clos-
est districts to Washington, D.C.), the GMT-6, GMT-7, and the GMT-8 (i.e., the furthest
districts from Washington, D.C.) time zones6 and estimated the following model separately
for them:

ENPcstij = b0i+ b1Election Yearij + b2State Populationj + b3Valid Votesij

+ b4State Dummiesj + 1ij (2)

The parameter β1Election Yearij captures how the number of parties changes over time in the
districts depending on their distance to Washington, D.C.

The descriptive statistics are displayed in Table 1.

4For each election, the data refer to the first year of the decade.
5The “non-South” analyses exclude elections held in Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, North

Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, and Virginia.
6The states included in each time zone are the following: GMT-5, Connecticut, Delaware, District of Columbia, Florida,

Georgia, Indiana, Kentucky, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, Michigan, New Hampshire, New Jersey, New York, North
Carolina, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, South Carolina, Tennessee, Vermont, Virginia, West Virginia; GMT-6,
Alabama, Arkansas, Illinois, Iowa, Kansas, Louisiana, Minnesota, Mississippi, Missouri, Nebraska, North Dakota, South
Dakota, Oklahoma, Texas, Wisconsin; GMT-7: Arizona, Colorado, Idaho, Montana, New Mexico, Utah, Wyoming;
GMT-8: California, Nevada, Oregon, Washington (state).
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Methods
Apart from the availability of data, the number and boundaries of electoral districts in the United
States since the 1830s have substantially changed across elections, and this prevents me from
using pooled time series cross-sectional data. The models are run using the least square
dummy variable estimator (LSDV). As the number of parties varies across states and the coeffi-
cient on the distance from districts to Washington, D.C., is correlated with states, state fixed
effects are included in the models to remove unobserved heterogeneity across districts at the
level of states. The state fixed effects also capture to some extent the fact that American party
systems are collections of state party systems embedded in regional political movements.
Similarly, because there are many observations for every state, standard errors are clustered by
states.

As a changing relationship over time between the number of parties at the district level and the
distance to the national capital is hypothesized, a rolling regression with a 25-year recursive

Table 1. Descriptive statisticsa

All Non-South

Min Max Mean Std. dev. Min Max Mean Std. dev.

ENP_cst 1 4.74 1.90 0.37 1 4.74 1.97 0.33
(log of) Distance in km 0 8.28 6.63 0.94 0 8.28 6.61 0.95
State population (in millions) 0.04 37.25 6.14 6.61 0.04 37.25 6.42 6.85
Valid votes (in millions) 0.0006 20.77 0.11 0.25 0.001 20.77 0.12 0.28

aThe descriptive statistics correspond to the Models for 1834–2016 in Tables A1 (31,574 observations) and A2 (24,631 observations).

Figure 1. Nationalization in the United States.
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window has been run. I first run specification (1) for the period 1834–1850, and then this starting
period is held fixed, while the ending period advances and the window size grows.7 A smaller
recursive window does not appreciably change the results, but it makes the figures more difficult
to examine.8 This rolling regression allows us to examine how the effect of distance varies over time.

Results
The lowess curves (bwidth = 0.8) in Figure 1 show the changes over time in the effective number
of electoral parties at the national and district levels in the United States. Roughly speaking, when
examining the national level (upper panel), the number of parties settles to two in the 1920s and
remains stable since then. The average number of parties at the district level has been near two since
the first democratic elections in the nineteenth century and it slightly dips below two in the 1920s
(lower left panel). The story is basically the same when excluding the South (lower right panel).9

To see how ENP_cst changes over time and across space, I have used the current time zones in
the U.S. and divided the sample into those districts included in the four time zones. The lowess
curves (bwidth = 0.8) in Figure 2 show, first, that in distant districts (in particular, those in the
GMT-8 zone) the number of parties in the first elections is higher than in the nearby districts
(in particular, those in the GMT-5 zone), and, second, that the more distant from the capital
city districts are, the greater the decline in the number of parties.

Figure 2. Nationalization in the United States and distance to Washington D.C.

7In the last period, 2000–2016, the window has 16 years.
8The results are qualitatively the same when using a 10-year recursive window.
9Those districts where the effective number of electoral parties is above three have been dropped (about 1 percent) for ease

of interpretation of the figures.
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The hypothesis about the varying effect of the distance to Washington, D.C. over time on the
number of parties at the district level is tested through the estimation of (1). For ease of interpret-
ation, Figure 3 only shows the coefficient on (the log of) the distance to Washington, D.C. at the 95
percent confidence level across the 25-year recursive windows. The results of the eight regressions
are shown in Tables A1 and A2 in the Appendix. When examining all districts (left panel), the
coefficient is positive and statistically significant at the 0.01 and 0.05 percent levels, respectively,
in the 1834–1900 and 1834–1925 periods, that is, in the years prior to the New Deal. After the
New Deal, the coefficient is no longer statistically significant. If the South is excluded (right
panel of Figure 3), the story is quite similar, but the coefficient on (the log of) the Distance to
Washington, D.C. is only statistically significant (at the 0.05 percent level) in the 1834–1900 period.

These results, however, might be affected by the fact that the within-district coordination
occurs much later in the larger and more recent states admitted to the union than in the
smaller and older states. I have replicated the previous analysis, including in the sample
only the 31 states that joined the union before 1851. The reason for starting in 1851 is
that the furthest state from Washington, D.C., California, entered the union in 1850, and
therefore the range of (the log of) distance to the capital city does not change since then
given that Alaska and Hawaii are not included in the analysis. The rolling regression starts
in 1850, and a 25-year recursive window is used again. As can be seen in the left panel of
Figure 4, the results are qualitatively the same. The coefficient on distance is again positive
and statistically significant in the 1850–1900 and 1850–1925 periods. When excluding the
South in the right panel, the 1850–1900 period is the only period where the distance to
the capital city makes a difference. The results of the regressions are shown in Tables A3
and A4 in the Appendix.

Figure 3. The effect of the distance to Washington, D.C. on ENP_cst.
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The second hypothesis about the centripetal nationalization within districts is examined in
Table 2. Controlling for the state population, the number of voters in the districts, and the
state dummies, I am interested in seeing whether the slope in party system fragmentation over
time differs across districts depending on their distance to Washington, D.C. As can be seen,
in the four subsamples the effective number of electoral parties drops as time goes by: the variable
identifying the election years is negative and statistically significant at the 0.05 percent level or
better. Interestingly, the negative coefficient for the states included in every time zone monoton-
ically increases as we move away from the capital city. The coefficient in the GMT-8 time zone is

Table 2. The effect of distance on the number of parties (Entire U.S.)

Models

GMT-5 GMT-6 GMT-7 GMT-8

Election year −0.0020*** (0.00037) −0.0027*** (0.00056) −0.0038** (0.00107) −0.0072** (0.00160)
State population (in millions) 0.018*** (0.0059) 0.022** (0.0089) 0.047*** (0.0116) 0.015** (0.0042)
Valid votes (in millions) 0.082** (0.036) 0.046 (0.028) 0.061 (0.27) 1.24*** (0.10)
State dummies YES YES YES YES
Constant 5.91*** (0.71) 6.67*** (1.08) 9.23*** (2.04) 15.54*** (3.05)
Number of observations 19,198 8776 857 2743
R2 0.21 0.27 0.14 0.15

Note: Shown are OLS coefficients with standard errors clustered by state in parentheses.
***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05.

Figure 4. The effect of the distance to Washington, D.C. on ENP_cst with a restricted sample.

Political Science Research and Methods 423

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/p

sr
m

.2
02

3.
6 

Pu
bl

is
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2023.6


3.6 times bigger than in the GMT-5 time zone. When excluding the South (see Table A5 in the
Appendix), the results do not change appreciably.

Finally, my argument primarily captures between-state differences rather than within-state dif-
ferences and therefore using state fixed effects could be misleading. In Table A6 in the Appendix I
ran model (1) using the state average effective number of electoral parties as dependent variable
and the distance in hundreds of kilometers (plus 1) in a straight line from the state capitals to
Washington, D.C., according to Google Maps. State fixed effects are not included. The results
are qualitatively the same.

Conclusions
An important omission in the literature about political parties and voting behavior is how the
effect of the nationalization of politics and the (de)centralization of economic and political
power occurs within districts. Using data from the United States, I have argued that in the
early stages of electoral democracies the distant districts from the capital city should have
more parties than the nearby districts due to the greater saliency of local issues in the former.
The effect and speed of nationalization within districts over time depends on the geographical
distance from districts to the capital city. In the short term, nationalization is faster in the districts
closest to Washington, D.C., while in the long term nationalization also affects distant districts.
The consequence is that the number of local parties across districts will converge as time goes by.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2023.6.
To obtain replication material for this article, please visit https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/EMLX1V
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