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or Protestant, we’d know if they were rich or poor. A country with correlated latent attributes 

is said to have reinforcing cleavages. Although there are technically two cleavages in country B 

(wealth and religion), political competition will be characterized by just one cleavage, the one 

between poor Catholics and rich Protestants. According to Duverger, the “engine” of social 

forces in country B is propelling the party system toward a two-party system.

The key aspect of a country’s social structure influencing the demand for parties, therefore, 

isn’t necessarily the total number of latent identities but rather the total number of cross-cutting 

cleavages. Most cleavages in a country won’t be perfectly cross-cutting or perfectly reinforcing as in 

our examples. The same logic as that outlined above, however, suggests that the social pressure for 

distinctive representation and a large party system depends on the number of cleavages in a country 

and increases with the degree to which these cleavages are cross-cutting rather than reinforcing.

Electoral Institutions

Although Duverger believed that social divisions create the demand for parties, he argued that 

electoral institutions play an important role in determining whether this demand for represen-

tation of a latent identity actually leads to the existence of parties representing those identities. 

Recall the earlier claim that European societies have seen the emergence of a new post-materi-

alist cleavage since the 1960s (Inglehart 1977). If social cleavages were the only factor influenc-

ing the size of party systems, then all European countries should have experienced an increase 

in the number of parties competing for office. However, Kitschelt (1988) finds that the share 

of votes going to “left-libertarian parties” increased only in some countries. The existence and 

electoral fortunes of populist radical right parties has also varied across European countries 

(Golder 2003). This should make one wonder why an increase in the number of cleavages would 

have a different effect on the size of party systems in different countries.

Although one explanation for this might be that the shift to post-materialist values was more 

pronounced in some countries than others, Duverger claims that it’s likely to have something to 

do with the electoral institutions used in each country. He argues that the same value change can 

have a significant effect on the party structure of one country but not on that of another due to 

differences in electoral rules. The reason for this is that disproportional electoral systems, such as 

the single-member district plurality system, act as a “brake” on the tendency for social cleavages 

to be translated into new parties. Duverger’s theory states that increasing the number of cleav-

ages in a country has less of an effect on party system size if the electoral system is dispropor-

tional than if it’s proportional. There are two reasons, known as the “mechanical” and “strategic” 

effects of electoral laws, for why disproportional electoral systems have this moderating effect.

Catholic Protestant

Rich 0 50

Poor 50 0

Note: The numbers indicate the percentage of the population falling into each category.

TABLE 13.9 ■    Reinforcing Cleavages in Country B




