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in 2015. Despite their name, virtually all two-party systems have many more than two parties 
competing for office. As of 2016, for instance, there were 432 registered political parties in 
the United Kingdom (394 in Great Britain and 38 in Northern Ireland) and at least 50 
national-level parties in the United States. Both the United Kingdom and the United States, 
however, are traditionally seen as two-party systems because only the two major parties usu-
ally have any expectation of controlling the government.

A multiparty system is one in which more than two political parties have a realistic 
chance of holding power, either separately or as part of a coalition. Most democracies have 
multiparty systems. Examples include France, Israel, and the Netherlands. In Table 14.1, we 
list those parties holding legislative seats in the Israeli Knesset following the 2015 elections. 
As you can see, the seats in the legislature are split among numerous political parties, with 
no single party coming close to obtaining a legislative majority. The coalition government 
formed by Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu after the 2015 elections included his 
own Likud Party, Kulanu, Shas, United Torah Judaism, and Habayit Hayehudi.

We have just described how political scientists frequently distinguish between democra-
cies based on the number and size of the parties that exist. In general, they tend to distin-
guish between two-party and multiparty democracies. Rather than lump democracies into 
just these two categories, however, we might want to know how many parties there are in 
each country. This requires us to think about how we count political parties. It turns out that 
the most appropriate way of doing this is not as obvious as you might think.

You might think to count every party that contests national elections. If you did this, 
though, the number of parties in many countries would be extremely large and include 

Political party No. of seats

Likud  30

Zionist Union  24

Joint List  13

Yesh Atid  11

Kulanu  10

Habayit Hayehudi   8

Shas   7

United Torah Judaism   6

Yisrael Beiteinu   6

Meretz   5

Total 120

Table 14.1     Political Parties with Seats in the Israeli Knesset, 2015




