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Instability in Two-Dimensional VotingFigure  11.12

Note: Voter B’s position = the status quo policy; the two circles = the indifference curves for voters A and C with 
respect to the status quo policy; the shaded oval area = the winset of B and represents the alternative policy out-
comes that voters A and C prefer to voter B’s position. P1 = a policy proposal that would defeat the status quo 
policy (B) in a majority rule vote.
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means that if either voter A or voter C has an opportunity to propose a change in policy to a point 
in the winset, say P1, she will do so, and the new policy proposal will win a majority vote. Once 
this happens, all the indifference curves will need to be redrawn so that they go through this new 
status quo point. If we were to do this, we would find another lens-shaped area, thereby demon-
strating that at least two voters will prefer yet another policy combination to this new status quo. 
At this point we will be off to the races, and the instability of the chaos theorem will ensue because 
the condition that had previously made B a stable outcome no longer pertains.

Recall what made B stable in the first place. First, there was a voter whose ideal point 
made her a median voter in both issue dimensions. Second, all of the other voters’ ideal 
points radiated from B in just the right way. Specifically, A and C were aligned on a straight 
line with B (the dashed line in Figure 11.11). Charles Plott (1967) proved that such “radial 
symmetry” is sufficient to guarantee the existence of a stable outcome in a two-dimensional 
majority-rule voting scenario. Radial symmetry, however, is not strictly necessary, and sub-
sequent scholars have identified other conditions that are sufficient to produce stability.19 
These further conditions, like Plott’s condition, though, are quite restrictive. As a result, it is 
reasonable to conclude that majority rule is unstable in multidimensional situations except 
under very unusual circumstances in which voter preferences line up in just the right way.

19. Hinich and Munger’s Analytical Politics (1997) is a good resource for ambitious students who would like to pursue this 
topic further.


