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Proportional Representation 

Proportional Representation refers to an electoral system in which the distribution of seats 

corresponds closely with the proportion of the total votes cast for each party. This is a more 

complicated but representative system than the first-past-the-post (FPTP) system, which is used in 

India. If a party gets 40% of the total votes, for example, a perfectly proportional system would 

allow it to get 40% of the seats. Some countries used a combination of the proportional 

representation system and the FPTP system. Proportional representation was invented in the 

nineteenth century. It was adopted by many European democracies about the turn of the century 

or in the early decades of the twentieth century (the United Kingdom and France being the main 

exceptions). It has become a much-preferred electoral system for many national parliamentary 

elections.  (For details refer to the handouts uploaded before from J.C. Johari Comparative Politics 

Book). 

Advantages of PR 

• Faithfully Translate Votes Cast into Seats Won- PR systems avoid some of the more 

destabilizing and 'unfair' results thrown up by plurality-majority electoral systems. 'Seat 

bonuses' for the larger parties are reduced, and small parties can gain access to parliament 

without polling huge amounts of votes. 

• Create Few Wasted Votes- When thresholds are low, almost all votes cast within PR elections 

go towards electing a candidate of choice. This increases the voters' perception that it is worth 

making the trip to the polling booth at election time, as they can be more confident that their 

vote will make a difference to electoral outcomes, however small.  

• Facilitate Minority Parties' Access to Representation- Unless the threshold is unduly high, or 

the district magnitude is unusually low, any political party with even a few per cent electoral 

support should gain representation in the legislature. This fulfils the principle of inclusion, 

which can be crucial to stability in divided societies, and has benefits for decision-making in all 

democracies. 

Disadvantages of PR 

• Inevitability of Coalition governments- Because parties are granted seats in accordance 

with their vote share, numerous parties get seats in the legislature in the proportional 

representation system, without any party gaining a majority which in turn lead to legislative 

gridlock and the subsequent inability to carry out coherent policies at a time of most 
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pressing need. There are particularly high risks during an immediate post-transition period, 

when new governments have huge expectations resting upon their shoulders. Quick and 

coherent decision-making can be impeded by coalition cabinets and governments of 

national unity which are split by factions. 

• A platform for extremist parties- In a related argument, PR systems are often criticized for 

giving a parliamentary stage to extremist parties of the left or the right. It has been argued 

that the collapse of Weimar Germany was in part due to the way in which the PR electoral 

system gave a toe-hold to extremist groups. 

• Proportional System and Voter-Candidate Connect- One potential drawback of this system is 

that the relationship between a voter and the candidate may dilute; for the candidate may now 

be seen as representing the party and not the constituency.  

 

Key Variants of PR 

The system of proportional representation has many variants, out of which two systems are most 

popular viz. List system and System of single transferable vote. 

 

 


