From the Foreword to the paperbound edition
by Professor Stanley Kelley, Jr., of Princeton University

This book seeks to elucidate its subject — the governing
of democratic states — by making intelligible the party poli-
tics of democracies. . . .

Having given party politics a central place in his thought
about democracy, Downs treats it very differently than do
other students of politics. His entire effort is to account for
what parties and voters do. His explanations are systematically
related to, and deducible from, precisely stated assumptions
about the motivations that attend the decisions of voters and
parties and the environment in which they act. He is con-
sciously concerned with economy in explanation, that is, with
attempting to account for phenomena in terms of a very
limited number of facts and postulates. He is concerned also
with the central features of party politics in any democratic
state, not with that in the United States or any other single
country. ...

Downs assumes that political parties and voters act
rationally in the pursuit of certain clearly specified goals—it
is this assumption, in fact, that gives his theory its explanatory
power. Most of us are such uncritical children of Freud that to
say, “He did that because he decided it was the best way to
get what he wanted,” is apt to strike us as not very profound.
Yet, just as firms that do not engage in the rational pursuit of
profit are apt to cease to be firms, so politicians who do not
pursue votes in a rational manner are apt to cease to be
politicians.

.I can say quite sincerely that there are few books
that have had so great an impact on my thinking, or that I
would like so much to have written.
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118 AN ECONOMIC THEORY OF DEMOCRACY

one voter at each point on the scale, let us assume there are 100,000
voters whose preferences cause them to be normally distributed with
a mean of 50 (Fig. 2). Again, if we place parties A and B initially
at 25 and 75, they will converge rapidly upon the center. The pos-
sible loss of extremists will not deter their movement toward each
other, because there are so few voters to be lost at the margins

222222 .
0 25 50 75 100
A—> <pB

Figure 2

compared with the number to be gained in the middle. However,
if we alter the distribution to that shown in Figure 3, the two
parties will not move away from their initial positions at 25 and
75 at all; if they did, they would lose far more voters at the extremes
than they could possibly gain in the center. Therefore a two-party
system need not lead to the convergence on moderation that Hotel-
ling and Smithies predicted. If voters’ preferences are distributed so
that voters are massed bimodally near the extremes, the parties will
remain poles apart in ideology.

The possibility that parties will be kept from converging ideologi-
cally in a two-party system depends upon the refusal of extremist
voters to support either party if both become alike—not identical,
but merely similar. In a certain world—where information is com-
plete and costless, there is no future-oriented voting, and the act
of voting uses up no scarce resources—such abstention by extremists
would be irrational. As long as there is even the most infinitesimal
difference between A and B, extremist voters would be forced to

tysedaa R
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vote for the one closest to them, no matter how distasteful its poli-
cies seemed in comparison with those of their ideal government. It
is always rational ex definitione to select a greater good before a
lesser, or a lesser evil before a greater; consequently abstention
would be irrational because it increases the chances of the worse

party for victory.

NN

, 2

50 B 100
Figure 3

o
>

Even in a certain world, however, abstention is rational for ex-
tremist voters who are future oriented. They are willing to let the
worse party win today in order to keep the better party from moving
towards the center, so that in future elections it will be closer to
them. Then when it does win, its victory is more valuable in their
eyes. Abstention thus becomes a threat to use against the party
nearest one’s own extreme position so as to keep it away from the
center.?

Uncertainty increases the possibility that rational extremist voters
will abstain if the party nearest them moves toward its opponent,
even if it does not become ideologically identical with the latter.
When information is limited and costly, it is difficult to detect
infinitesimal differences between parties. Perhaps even relatively sig-
nificant differences will pass unnoticed by the radical whose own

2 In reality, since so many ballots are cast, each individual voter has so little
influence upon the election that his acts cannot be realistically appraised as a
threat to any party, assuming the actions of all other citizens are given. Since we

deal with this atomistic problem fully in Chapter 13, we evade it here by assum-
ing each man behaves as though his vote has a high probability of being decisive.



*7201-06 dd ‘(9561 “ssarg ofeowyD jo Aysivatun :09eo1yny) 102y ], onwro0wa(y 03
20pfa1q v W [opows leqruns € sdo[aA9p [YeQ 10Ss9j01q ‘moly y3ouusy pue [yed
‘v Haqoy Aq poysoSSns sem suonnjoadl 0} [ppowt siyy jO uoneoydde ayy, ,
-nqumsip € ‘ojdwrexa 10,] “dojaasp [[4 A0eI00WSP JO PUB] JEYM JUXI
€013 € 0} sourunajop 9[eos [ednied a3 Suo[e $1910A JO UOKHNQUISIP
[eoudWNU 93 JEY} IE2 SI 3 ‘uoneogidusiaso sipy Jo oyds uj
‘g 193deyD) Ul mes om SE ‘9ZIs S} 0} AT
-uorpodoxdsip aymb 1amod [eonyjod [o13u0d 03 dnoig [fews Aj[eonawr
DU B SMO[[E SWIOdUI JO UoRNQUSIp [enboun Sy3 OBy UL SEAIIYM
“orpo £19A5 ypm 3ySrom [enba sey 13304 £12a5 ‘opeds [eonrjod 1no
uQ ‘A[qeIopisucd uonyenyIs ayj sogidunsiono BwaYDS INO ‘9SIMOd JO
-a9e1gns [ESISAIUN JO UOWINpONUL 3Y} 143y 03 spexoojsue ueadorny
Auewr pasned jeym A[ostoold SI J[MSal SIYY JO IED SISSEP IIMO[
oy jo souerspuodaid [eoLBWNU Iy JO ISNER JuswuIdA03 YsuJo[
e jo uone[[eisur Y3 jnoqe 3uuq [ ‘9ANED I ‘Aoeroowsp 210K
-sseo soddn 2y3 st JySu oy} uO ‘SSE SupjioM 10 IoMO[ Y} SJUISAI

¢ @inbiy

oot € L4 0
77

a1 3301 ay3 e opouwr a8xef oy, (¥ ‘G1q) swanx> Jy3u 9y} je spowt
[[BWIS B Y3IM ‘3] Y} 03 Pamaxs 3q 03 Apoy1[ 210Ul ST UOLINQUISIP [BO
-LSWNU 9y} ‘SSE[O S[PPIUI S[qEIZIS OU PUE SISSEYD [ELO0S aysoddo omj
SIE 215U} 2I9YM SILUNOO Ul ‘SIOUEBISWINOIND [EULIOU SI0Ul I5pU[)

4 suotuido
jo uonnquysip pazuejed B Y pIdEy joU N ‘plo a3 se pidu se
diysiojejorp 45U € Jopun uajjo—uteSe pazi[EUd $IW0X] UORNGHY
-SIp 93 PUB ‘UOUN[0AI 3Y} JO sodround Y3 UO PaYdEaI SI SNSUID
-U0D M3U B ‘J[asi! SISNEYXd> 3JUI[OIA Ajeury ‘wiayy pasoddo Appaamq

121 SFI90703AI AL¥Vd JO SOINVNAQ GNV SOLLVLS JHL

. *(Lz61 ‘ssarg o3eomD
jo Aysiaaq) foSeowD) uonnjoasy fo Lopstp [anipN Y, ‘SPIEMPY 'd PIOJAT
s0s ‘wajqord s1yy Jo sisdjeue ue 1oy ‘pakenyiod 3PS a3 MO[(0] SUOQN|OA! fym
ssnosip 03 3dwis)ie ou xew am DUSY pIdo[IASP IARY am I[EDS AR Suofe syuswt
-3A0UWI 0JUI WIY} U IN300 JBY} SJUIAS Y3 JO UOHE[SURI} B ISYJEL ST 31 SUORNIOA
3o uoneue(dxs [ESNED B SB PINISUOD 3Q Jou P[nOYs UoRdHISIP Sumoqjoy oYL ¢

oABY OUM ‘s10s5300paid J1aYY 9JEUIUII[D 0} JUEM SIOWISAOS MU Y}
{SUOKN[OA3I JSOWI SHIEW YIIYM 101} jo udie1 3y 10§ s[qsuodsax
Apzed st 12Y30 Sy 03 SWALXS QUO WOL YINMS [EJIPEI SIY ], ‘1amod
sozias sSopiopun jo anbi e pue qno sYedlq srejrem uado ‘QwdIXd
101730 a3 £q pauoyqe sordjod 20105 4q Sutsoduir ST SWANXI JUO ey}
iids os aurodaq SeY UOIINGIISIP Y} USYAN -passarddo soA[aswaY} [33F
oym asoyy sziuoSejue A[Sulsearour SHUSUINOUL Y} SE SIUIBIIXI OM}
ojur azuejod 03 suifaq uonnqUISIp PIZI[EHUID VU0 Y} ‘[eaeaydn
oy3 03 Areuruiparg ¢'a[eds feontjod o3 Suofe USW jO SUSWAOW JO
$OLIOS B SB PIMIIA 9Q UED SUOHN[0A3I jo [edrdA} 3[ohd eonjod ay g,
“U01N[OA31 0} PE3| ABW UONENYS SIY} dUY
‘51doad ayj o 3sour asea|d 03 se os sjerado ueo juowruidA0g ou Oy
uy ‘oM [ 3& uorounj o} Suiod jou St JUSWILISA0S O}EIOOWIP quds
1ejod Iy 93EUININD 0} 3[EdS 3T} JO I9JUID Y O} PIAOUI 3G MOYIUIOS
UEd $19J0A SSO[UN ‘uorENIIS B yons uf ‘wajqoid oiseq Yy SjeUIUID
30U SNy} PUE ‘I9YI0 Y} JEUN[E P[ROM YIIYM ‘sarpred 3stuIaIIXd Ay}
JO JUO YA UONIEcO Ul A[UO UIA03 P[NOd fyred 193u2d Lue ‘10wt
-I5Y}IN,] ‘SIOJOA SJEISPOUl M3J OS LB JIBY} JDUIS S04 S}I 3SEAIOUL
0] 15130 Y} IO SWIAKXD SUO PIEMO} SAOUX A[[ENJUSAS [[I4 IIUD IR}
w suuoj yorym Kzed Auy Apyiun st soned 133us0 Suoueeq jo
yamo1d oty “Apreunyiojup) “soey 2dnpoxd o} Ay st Aor1cowap 18y}
pue ‘aqeisun Ay aq a Aorod jusurwoaod jeyj sueawr SIyJ,
-souranxa aysoddo 3e a1 omy oy souis ‘A30jo3pr s Aued 19430 o1}
03 posoddo A[eorper satrjod juaurspdun o} jdwaye A suIM Aped
oaoyoryM ‘uryshs Ayred-omy e uf (¢ “Brf) SWLIXD YOES JEAU SIPOUL
YA S13]0A JO UORNQUISIP [EPOWNq B ISPISUOD ureSe sn 39[ ‘S19
-0A stwaNXS Aq uonjudlsqe jo Ayr[euonjer a3 paysiqels? Suiaey
*SUOGOUISIP [ERIUN SB “2'1 ‘UOISIOP SuljoA I[5Y3 03 JUBAD[ILI SE
sonred 9je1opouI UIIM]IQ SOUIISPLP [[EUIS [[E predar [ Asyy—ysiy
A1aA 3q 03 Ajoy1] St SISIUIANX3 YONS JO PIOYSAIY} [ERUADHIP S} T
SUESW SIL, OYI[E YOO S3}BISPOW [[E IEY} 33EISPOWIWIL OS 318 SMIIA

ADVIDOWAA 40 XHOTHL DIANONODE NY 0zl



122 AN ECONOMIC THEORY OF DEMOCRACY

tion like that of Figure 2 encourages a two-party system with both
parties located near the center in relatively moderate positions. This
type of government is likely to have stable policies, and whichever
party is in power, its policies will not be far from the views of the
vast majority of people. On the other hand, if a nation’s voters are
distributed as shown in Figure 5, a multiparty system will almost
inevitably result.

Figure §

B. THE NUMBER OF PARTIES IN EQUILIBRIUM

Before examining the dynamics of multiparty systems, we should
point out that our political version of Hotelling's model does not
suffer from the outstanding limitation of the economic version he
used. In Hotelling’s spatial market, it was impossible to reach
stable equilibrium with more than two grocery stores. The ones in
the middle would always become the target of convergence from
either side; consequently they would leap to the outside to keep
from being squeezed. There was no device to restrict the perfect
mobility that caused this disequilibrium.
~ But political parties cannot move ideologically past each other.
As we saw in the last chapter, integrity and responsibility create
relative immobility, which prevents a party from making ideological
leaps over the heads of its neighbors. Thus ideological movement is
restricted to horizontal progress at most up to—and never beyond—
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the nearest party on either side. Coupled with our device of
variable distribution, this attribute of the model nearly always
insures stable equilibrium.

_ Tt is true that new parties can be introduced between two formerly

‘adjacent ones or outside one of them. Nevertheless, this possibility

cannot upset stable equilibrium in the long run for two reasons.
First, once a party has come into being, it cannot leap over the heads
of its neighbors, as explained. Second, there is a limit to the number
of parties which can be supported by any one distribution. When
that limit is reached, no more new parties can be successfully intro-
duced. The parties extant at that point arrange themselves through
competition so that no party can gain more votes by moving to the
right than it loses on the left by doing so, and vice versa. The politi-
cal system thus reaches a state of long-run equilibrium in so far as
the number and positions of its parties are concerned, assuming no
change in the distribution of voters along the scale.

Whether the political system contains two or many parties in
this state of equilibrium depends upon (1) the nature of the limit
upon the introduction of new parties and (2) the shape of the
distribution of voters. We will examine these factors in order.

In our model, every party is a team of men who seek to attain
office—a party cannot survive in the long run if none of its members
get elected® But in order to get at least some of its members
elected, the party must gain the support of a certain minimum num-
ber of voters. The size of this minimum depends upon the type of
electoral system in operation.

To get any of its members in office at all, a party in our model
must win more votes than any other party running. This arrange-
ment encourages parties which repeatedly lose to merge with each
other so as to capture a combined total of votes larger than the total

S This definition of party does not cover many actual parties that continue to
exist even though their chances for election are practically zero; e.g., the Vege-
tarians and Socialists in the United States. These parties are politically irrational
from the point of view of our hypothesis; i.e., the motives we posit as politically
rational are not the ones impelling their members. Even future-oriented rationality
does not cover them, since past experience demonstrates that their future chances

of election are also mearly nonexistent unless some highly unlikely catastrophe
occurs.
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132 AN ECONOMIC THEORY OF DEMOCRACY

are relatively. _i'm'm_c‘)bilé in multiparty systems; so this type of new
party will appear almost exclusively in two-party ‘systems. Fear of
these blackmail parties may strongly counteract the centripetal pull
normal to such systems.

IV. IDEOLOGICAL COHERENCE AND
INTEGRATION

A. ALTERATION OF OUR MODEL TO INCLUDE MULTIPOLICY PARTIES

In Chapter 7 we showed that each party’s ideology will be coherent
but not integrated. That is, it will not contain internal contradictions,
but neither will it be too closely tied to any one philosophic Weltan-
schauung. This outcome results from the conflicting desires each party
feels when forming its ideology. On the one hand, it wishes to appeal
to as many voters as possible; on the other hand, it wishes to have a
strong appeal for each individual voter. The first desire implies a plat-
form containing a wide range of policies representing many different
ideological outlooks. The second desire implies a close integration of
policies around the philosophic viewpoint of whichever voter is being
wooed. Obviously, the more either desire is achieved, the less will the

.; - otherbe satisfiéd.

;. This dualism can be depicted on our graph of political space. First
we must remove the assumption that each party’s platform contains
only its stand on the proper degree of government intervention in the
economy. Let us assume instead that each party takes stands on many
issues, and that each stand can be assigned a position on our left-right
scale!s Then the party’s net position on this scale is a weighted
average of the positions of all the particular policies it upholds.

15 We can state this assumption formally as follows: all citizens a on a
left-right ordering of the stands taken by tlfe various parties on any gigv"::ne issue.
Thus it is not necessary for every citizen to have the same cardinal ordering of
stands on the left-right scale as every other; i.e., citizen A may feel that party X's
stand on some issue is at point 35, while citizen B may believe the same stand is
at point 30, but both must agree it is on the same side of party Y’s stand on that
issue and 13ears the same ordinal relation to the stands oF parties W, Y and Z.

: ﬁgﬁoggg;l;tthg text \ave i:nplicitlly asst;me agreement on the exact location of
and in order to simpli e argument, O i
Erom purcly cxdnl prorises plify gu ur conclusions also follow
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Furthermore, eachi citizen may apply different weights to the indi-
vidual policies, since each policy affects some citizens more than
others. Therefore the party has no unique, universally recognized net
position. Some voters may feel it is more right-wing than others, and
no one view can be proved correct. However, there will be some con-
sensus as to the range in which the party’s net position lies; so we
can still distinguish right-wing parties from center and left-wing

- Ones.

Under these conditions, the rational party strategy is to adopt a
spread of policies which covers a whole range of the left-right scale.
The wider this spread is, the more viewpoints the party’s ideology
and platform will appeal to. But a wider spread also weakens the
strength of the appeal to any one viewpoint, because each citizen
sees the party upholding policies he does not approve of.

Thus a voter’s judgment of each party becomes two-dimensional:
he must balance its net position (the mean of its policies) against
its spread (their variance) in deciding whether he wants to support
it. If some party has a mean identical with his own position (which
we assume single-valued) but an enormous variance, he may reject
it in favor of another party with a mean not as close to him but with
a much smaller variance. In short, voters choose policy vectors rather
than policy scalars, and each vector is really a weighted frequency
distribution of policies on the left-right scale.

B. INTEGRATION STRATEGIES IN TWO-PARTY AND MULTIPARTY SYSTEMS

If we assume that each point on the political scale represents a
definite Weltanschauung, the width of the spread formed by a party’s
policies varies inversely with their integration around a single such
Weltanschauung. Therefore, the degree of integration in a party’s
ideology depends upon what fraction of the scale it is trying to cover
with its policy spread. We have already seen that this fraction will
be smaller in a multiparty system than in a two-party system, simply
because dividing a constant in half yields larger parts than dividing
it into any greater number of equal pieces. If we rule out any over-
lapping of policy spreads, we may conclude that ideologies will be
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Clearly, both parties are trying to be as ambiguous as possible
about their actual net position. Therefore why should they not
:accomplish the same end by being equally ambiguous about eachi
policy?. Then every policy stand can cover a spread of voters, too.
Not only can voters. differéntly weight individual policies, they can
also interpret the meaning of each policy differently—each seeing it
in a light which- brings it as close as possible to his own position.
This vastly widens the band on the political scale into which various
interpretations of a party’s net position may fall.

Ambiguity. thus increases the number of voters to whom a party
may appeal. This fact encourages parties in a two-party system to be
‘as equivocal as possible about their stands on each controversial
issue. And since both parties find it rational to be ambiguous,
neither is forced by the other’s clarity to take a more precise stand.

Thus political rationality leads parties:in a two-party system to
becloud their policies 'in a fog of ambiguity. True, their tendency
towards obscurity is limited by their desire to attract voters to the
polls, since citizens abstain if all parties seem identical or no party
makes testable promises. Nevertheless, competition forces both parties
to be much less than perfectly clear about what they stand for.
Naturally, this makes it more difficult for each citizen to vote ra-
tionally; he has a hard time finding out what his ballot supports
when cast for either party. As a result, voters are encouraged to make
decisions on some basis other than the issues, i.e., on the personali-
ties of candidates, traditional family voting patterns, loyalty to past
party heroes, etc. But only the parties’ decisions on issues are rele-
vant to voters’ utility incomes from government, so making de-
cisions on any other basis is irrational. We are forced to conclude
that rational behavior by political parties tends to discourage ra-
tional behavior by voters.

This conclusion may seem startling, since it implies that there is a
conflict between party rationality and voter rationality in a two-party
system. But in fact this conflict has also been observed by students
of political behavior, as the following quotation shows:

The tendency toward agreement between parties under a bipartisan
system flows from the fact that party leaders must seek to build a majority

M\t‘m %wao-',é Ambrsw Chaces
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of the electorate. In the nation as a whole a majority cannot be built upon
the support of organized labor alone; the farmers cannot muster enough
votes to form a majority; businessmen are decidedly in a minority. Given
the traditional attachment to one party or another of large blocs of voters
in all these classes, about the only way in which a party can form a
majority is to draw further support from voters of all classes and interests.
To succeed in this endeavor party leaders cannot 4fford to antagonize
any major segment of the population. A convenient way to antagonize an

- element in the population is to take at an inopportune moment an un-

equivocal stand on an issue of importance. Similarities of composition,
hence, contribute to two features of American parties: their similarity of
view and their addiction to equivocation and ambiguity.1®

Our model of “political space” has led us to exactly the same con-
clusion: parties will try to be similar and to equivocate. And the
more they succeed, the more difficult it is for voters to behave ra-:
tionally.

Does this mean that our assumption of rationality leads to a con-
tradiction in a two-party system? Apparently the more rational po-
litical parties are, the less rational voters must be, and vice versa.
How does this affect our model?

D. A FUNDAMENTAL TENSION IN OUR MODEL

To answer these questions, we must review briefly the basic struc-
ture of our mythical political system. In it are two sets of agents:
voters and parties. Each set uses the other to achieve its own goal.
Voters have as their goal the attainment of a government responsive
to their wants; they make use of parties to run this government.
Parties have as their goal the rewards of being in office; they make
use of voters to get elected. Thus the interlocking of two different
goal-pursuing processes forms the political system.

The only end common to both sets of agents is the continuance
of the system. Otherwise, neither set cares whether the other’s goals
are achieved unless that achievement is beneficial to itself. Therefore
if a member of one set can gain by impairing the ability of all the
members of the other set to attain their goals, he will do so. This

18 V. O. Key Jr., op. cit., pp. 231-232.
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follows from our axiom that each man seeks his own good and to. get
it will sacrifice the good of -others; if necessary..

- To put it more concretely, if any party believes it can increase its
‘charices of gaining office by discouraging voters from being rational,
its own rational course is to do so. The only exception to this rule
occurs when voter irrationality is likely to destroy the political
system. Since parties have a stake in this system, they are irrational
if they encourage anything which might wreck it.

However, it is not obvious that ambiguous policies and similar
ideologies are likely to destroy democracy. What they might do is
_ make voting less than perfectly rational as a mechanism for selecting
'| governments. But rationality as we define it is not a dichotomous
concept; i.e., the possible states of rationality are not limited to 100
-| percent and 0 percent. Therefore making voting less than perfectly
rational does not render it absolutely useless but merely reduces its
efficiency as a government-selection process. Knowing this, parties
will not be deterred by fear of the'end of democracy when they in-
crease ambiguity and match each other’s platforms.

Voters have two defenses against being forced into irrationality.
The first is to limit the operations of parties by law. In the United
States, parties have been forced to make financial reports, refrain
from fraudulent statements, submit their primaries to public con-
trol, accept only limited contributions from any one source, and
otherwise act in ways not likely to exploit the citizenry. Since it
would be irrational for citizens to allow parties to exploit them,
these laws indirectly protect voters from being forced into irrational-
ity. But voters can hardly expect to induce government to pass laws
against platform ambiguity and similarity, so this defense is not
much help.

The second defense is to change the political system from a two-
party one to a multiparty one. This will cause parties to narrow the
spread of their policies, differentiate their platforms more sharply,
and reduce ambiguity. However, such a conversion will also give
rise to tremendous problems not present in two-party systems, as we
shall see in the next chapter. Therefore it is doubtful whether the
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change would improve prospects for rational voting; they might get
worse.

After weighing all these considerations, we may conclude that our
model is not necessarily contradictory. However, it does contain two
sets of agents in tension with each other. If either of these is allowed
to dominate the other fully, the model may become contradictory;
i.e, one of the two sets of agents may cease to behave rationally.

~Thus if parties succeed in obscuring their policy decisions in a mist

of generalities, and voters are unable to discover what their votes
really mean, a rationality crisis develops. Since such a crisis is even
more likely to occur in a multiparty system, we will defer our
analysis of it until the next chapter.

V. A BASIC DETERMINANT OF A NATION'S POLITICS

From everything we have said, it is clear that a basic determinant
of how a nation’s political life develops is the distribution of voters
along the political scale, assuming our oversimplified model has
some application in the real world. In the first place, the number of
modes in the distribution helps determine whether the political sys-
tem will be two-party or multiparty in character. This in turn de-
termines whether party ideologies will be similar and ambiguous or
different and definite; hence it influences the difficulties voters face
in behaving rationally. Second, whether democracy can lead to
stable government depends upon whether the mass of voters is cen-
trally conglomerated, or lumped at the extremes with low density in
the center; only in the former case will democracy really work. Third,
the distribution’s stability determines whether new parties will con-
stantly be replacing the old, or the old will dominate and new ones
merely influence their policy.

Of course, the distribution of voters is not the only factor basic
to a nation’s policies. For example, some theorists argue that the
use of single-member districts instead of proportional representation
is the main cause of a two-party political system.!? Nevertheless,

17 We have already discussed this point in Section II of this chapter.
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whether it is seen as a cause in itself or as a result of more funda-
mental factors, the distribution is a crucial political parameter.
What forces shape this important parameter? At the beginning of
our study, we assumed that .voters’ tastes were fixed, which means
that the voter distribution is given. Thus we dodged the question
just posed, and have been evading it ever since. Even now we cannot
answer, because the determinants are historic, cultural, and psycho-

logical, as well as economic; to attempt to analyze them would be -

to undertake a study vast beyond our scope.

All we can say is the following: (1) the distribution of voters is a
crucial determinant molding a nation’s political life, (2) major
changes in it are among the most important political events possible,
and (3) though parties will move ideologically to adjust to the dis-
tribution under some circumstances, they will also attempt to move
voters toward their own locations, thus altering it.

VI. SUMMARY

We can turn Harold Hotelling’s famous spatial market into a
useful device for analyzing political ideologies by adding to it (1)
variable distribution of population, (2) an unequivocal left-to-right
ordering of parties, (3) relative ideological immobility, and (4)

eaked political preferences for all voters.

This model confirms Hotelling’s conclusion that the parties in a
two-party system converge ideologically upon the center, and
Smithies’ addendum that fear of losing extremist voters keeps them
from becoming identical. But we discover that such convergence de-
pends upon a unimodal distribution of voters which has a low
\_variance\and most of its mass clustered around the mode.

If the distribution of voters along the scale remains constant in a
society, its political system tends to move towards an equilibrium in
which the number of parties and their ideological positions are fixed.
Whether it will then have two or many parties depends upon (1) the
shape of the distribution and (2) whether the electoral structure is
based upon plurality or proportional representation.

No tendency toward imitation exists in a multiparty system; in
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fact, parties strive to accentuate ideological “product differentiation”
by maintaining purity of doctrine. This difference between the two
systems helps explain why certain practices are peculiar to each.
New parties are usually intended to win elections, but they are
often more important as means of influencing the policies of pre-
viously existent parties. Since old parties are ideologically immobile,
they cannot adjust rapidly to changes in voter distribution, but new

parties can enter wherever it is most advantageous. Influence parties

may crop up in two-party systems whenever convergence has pulled
one of the major parties away from the extreme, and its extremist
supporters want to move it back towards them.

If we assume a party’s position on the scale is a weighted average
of the positions occupied by each of its policy decisions, we can
account for the tendency of parties to spread their policies: they
wish to appeal to many different viewpoints at once. Parties in a two-
party system have a much wider spread of policies—hence a looser
integration of them—than those in a multiparty system. In fact, in
two-party systems there is a large area of overlapping policies near
the middle of the scale, so that parties closely resemble each other.

This tendency towards similarity is reinforced by deliberate equivo-
cation about each particular issue. Party policies may become so
vague, and parties so alike, that voters find it difficult to make ra-
tional decisions. Nevertheless, fostering ambiguity is the rational
course for each party in a fwo-party system,

A basic determinant of a nation’s political development is the
distribution of its voters along the political scale. Upon this factor,
to a great extent, depend whether the nation will have two or many
maijor parties, whether democracy will lead to stable or unstable gov-
ernment, and whether new parties will continually replace old or
play only a minor role.




