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and Publ ic  Pol icy  in  Afr ica was establ ished in 2017 to

conduct  research into the factors that  strengthen

and susta in democracy across Afr ica .  I t  is  dedicated

to the cr i t ica l  reexaminat ion of  democracy in  Afr ica

and the development of  Afr ica-centr ic  theory through

systemat ic  empir ica l  research and a cr i t ica l

engagement with scholarship on other parts  of  the

world.

Darren  Janz

Modern scholarship and publ ic  opin ion agree that  tradi t ional  leaders ,  or  chiefs ,  wie ld broad inf luence over

electoral  pol i t ics  in  large parts  of  contemporary Afr ica .  Whether by issuing mater ia l  benef i ts  and sanct ions ,

commanding personal  loyal t ies ,  or  emphasiz ing the abi l i ty  of  their  preferred candidates to foster  local

development ,  chiefs  have developed a range of  strategies to inf luence vote choice among those under their

jur isdict ions ,  of ten to substant ive ef fect .  Understanding the extent  to which chiefs  are able to mot ivate their

communit ies  as a  whole to a l ign with their  pol i t ica l  preferences,  however ,  is  subject  to a  cont inued tension:

whi le  most  explanat ions of  chief ly  inf luence discuss chiefs ’  appeals  to indiv iduals  or  smal l  groups of  voters ,

academic and everyday language a l ike descr ibe chiefs  as  e lectoral  “k ingmakers”  able to del iver  their

communit ies ’  votes “wholesale , ”  “col lect ive ly , ”  or  “en bloc . ”  To resolve th is  tension,  I  reevaluate the

prevalence of  col lect ive or  “b loc”  vot ing with in South Afr ica ’s  tradi t ional  author i ty  areas by contrast ing the

l imits  of  ex ist ing metr ics  of  b loc vot ing with two new metr ics  of  “mobi le”  b loc vot ing that  measure the extent

to which chiefs  are able to persuade their  communit ies  to switch party  a l leg iance col lect ive ly  between

elect ions.  I  f ind that  tradi t ional  author i ty  areas are less l ike ly  than other areas to engage in b loc vot ing

dur ing indiv idual  e lect ion cyc les ,  contrast ing the bulk  of  ex ist ing academic l i terature and point ing to the

potent ia l  ro le  of  chiefs  in  foster ing ,  rather than diminishing,  mult iparty  e lectoral  compet i t ion in  communit ies

where their  inf luence is  strong enough to inv i te  ser ious campaigning by mult ip le  r iva l  part ies .  At  the same

t ime,  I  f ind that  tradi t ional  author i ty  areas are more l ike ly  to switch their  vote choices as a  b loc when chiefs

have reason to change their  own party  a l leg iances ,  reaf f i rming chiefs ’  e lectoral  inf luence and ev inc ing their

abi l i ty  to sway their  communit ies ’  pol i t ica l  preferences as a  whole i f  they are mot ivated to unite pol i t ica l ly .  My

f indings have broad impl icat ions for  the study of  tradi t ional  leaders ’  ro les in  e lectoral  and party  pol i t ics ,  as

wel l  as  for  the study of  col lect iv ism in pol i t ics  more general ly .

Solidarity on the Move: Reassessing Traditional
Authority and the Bloc Vote in South Africa

Darren Janz is  a  pol i t ica l  sc ience student  at  Duke

Univers i ty  current ly  serv ing as a  v is i t ing member of  the

Data Management team at  Afrobarometer .  His  research
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