
14: Social Cleavages and Party Systems 621

NUMBER OF PARTIES: DUVERGER’S THEORY
Although comparative political scientists currently lack a strong understanding of which 
parties will form in a country, we know a fair amount about how many parties will form.

Social Cleavages
Our current understanding of the factors influencing the size of party systems is due, in 
large part, to the seminal work of a French political scientist, Maurice Duverger ([1954] 
1963). Duverger argued that the primary engine behind the formation of political parties 
can be found in social divisions—the more divisions there are, the greater the demand for 
political parties to form (Afonso Da Silva 2006; Clark and Golder 2006). In effect, he 
believed that there is some natural tendency for cleavages within society, such as those dis-
cussed earlier, to be represented in the party system. We should recall from our earlier dis-
cussion, though, that it is not just the number of cleavages per se but the way in which 
membership in society is distributed across those divisions that determines the pressures for 
distinctive representation.
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words, each country has a certain set of latent social cleavages that is determined by its dis-
tribution of individual attributes. Which of these latent social cleavages become politicized, 
though, is going to be influenced by the electoral institutions employed in that country. This 
causal story is illustrated in Figure 14.1. An implication of this story is that the cleavages that 
are politicized and, hence, the types of parties that exist in a country can change either 
because the underlying set of latent social cleavages changes or because the electoral rules 
change or both.




