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THE NUMBER OF POLITICAL PARTIES

Social cleavages help to explain the types of parties that exist in a country. But what explains 

how many parties there are?

Social Cleavages

Our current understanding of the factors influencing party system size is due, in large part, 

to the work of a French political scientist, Maurice Duverger ([1954] 1963). Duverger argued 

that the primary engine behind the formation of parties can be found in social divisions. The 

more divisions there are, the greater the demand for parties to form (Clark and Golder 2006). 

In effect, Duverger believed that there’s some natural tendency for cleavages within society to 

be represented in the party system. It’s not just the number of cleavages but the way in which 

membership in society is distributed across those divisions that determines the pressures for 

distinctive representation.

To see this, imagine two countries A and B that have the same number of social cleavages 

as each other. Let’s suppose that the cleavages are wealth and religion. Citizens are either rich or 

poor, and they’re either Catholic or Protestant. The distribution of people across the cleavages in 

country A is shown in Table 13.8. Twenty-five percent of the population are rich Catholics, 25 

percent are poor Catholics, 25 percent are rich Protestants, and 25 percent are poor Protestants. 

As you can see, the two cleavages in country A are uncorrelated (not associated) with each other. 

If we knew whether someone was rich or poor, we wouldn’t be able to predict whether they were 

Catholic or Protestant. Similarly, if we knew whether someone was Catholic or Protestant, we 

wouldn’t be able to predict whether they were rich or poor. A country with uncorrelated cleav-

ages is said to have cross-cutting cleavages. The categories rich, poor, Catholic, and Protestant 

are equally likely to demand political representation. Indeed, the people in country A are just 

as likely to demand political representation as rich Catholics, rich Protestants, poor Catholics, 

and poor Protestants as they are as Catholics, Protestants, the rich, and the poor.6 According 

to Duverger, the “engine” of social forces in country A is propelling the party system toward a 

multiparty system.

The distribution of people across the cleavages in country B is shown in Table 13.9. Half the 

population are rich Protestants and half are poor Catholics. Unlike in country A, the two cleav-

ages in country B are perfectly correlated. If we know whether someone was rich or poor, we’d 

know if they were Catholic or Protestant. Similarly, if we knew whether someone was Catholic 

6 We’re deliberately ignoring the effect of the country’s electoral system at this point.

Catholic Protestant

Rich 25 25

Poor 25 25

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

TABLE 13.8 ■    Cross-Cutting Cleavages in Country A




