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voters increases, however, the probability of group intransitivity rises to some limit. When 

the number of alternatives is relatively small, this limit is still small enough that most of 

the logically possible preference orderings won’t lead to group intransitivity. In contrast, 

although an increase in the number of alternatives also increases the probability of group 

intransitivity, this process continues until the point at which group intransitivity is certain 

to occur. As the number of alternatives goes to infinity, the probability of group intransitiv-

ity converges to one—even when the number of voters is small. This is an extremely impor-

tant result because many political decisions involve a choice from, essentially, an infinite 

number of alternatives.

Imagine, for example, what would happen if we introduced a bit more realism into our city 

council example. Previously, we simplified the situation to one in which the councillors were 

deciding between three alternatives—increase, decrease, or maintain current spending. In real-

ity, though, the councillors would normally be choosing an exact amount of money to spend on 

social services. They’d be choosing a share of the budget to allocate to social service provision 

from 0 percent to 100 percent. There’s an infinite number of choices that could be made in this 

interval. As a consequence, if no restrictions are placed on the councillors’ preferences, group 

intransitivity is all but guaranteed. Significantly, all policy decisions that involve bargaining 

over some divisible resource—questions relating to things like the distribution of government 

resources, the allocation of the tax burden, the allocation of ministerial portfolios in the govern-

ment, the amount of permissible greenhouse gas emissions, and the location of toxic waste—

can be seen in a similar light.

To summarize, Condorcet’s paradox makes it clear that restricting group decision making 

to sets of rational individuals is no guarantee that the group as a whole will exhibit rational ten-

dencies. Group intransitivity is unlikely when the set of feasible options is small, but it’s almost 

certain that majority rule applied to a pair-wise competition among alternatives will fail to pro-

duce a stable outcome when the set of feasible options gets large. As a result, it’s impossible to say 

that the majority “decides” except in very restricted circumstances.

Number of voters

Number of 

alternatives 3 5 7 9 11 → Limit

3 0.056 0.069 0.075 0.078 0.080 0.088

4 0.111 0.139 0.150 0.156 0.160 0.176

5 0.160 0.200 0.215 0.251

6 0.202 0.315

↓ ↓

Limit 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000

Source: Riker (1982, 122).

TABLE 10.3 ■    Proportion of Possible Strict Preference Orderings without a 

Condorcet Winner




