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outcome be stable. A similar process of convergence to the position of the centrist councillor 
would occur if the status quo started off to the right of C instead of to the left.

Even if the centrist councillor is never given the opportunity to propose a policy change, 
we would still expect to see alternative offers by the left- and right-wing council members 
that slowly converge to the most preferred policy of the centrist candidate. In fact, if making 
different policy proposals was sufficiently costly, farsighted councillors of the left and right 
might look to the end of this convergence process and simply propose a policy that matched 
the policy preferences of the centrist candidate from the very beginning. Whatever the pro-
cess that produces the convergence to the centrist councillor’s ideal point, once policy arrives 
there, there is no longer any impetus for change in the system. In other words, the policy that 
is most preferred by the centrist councillor is the only point on the policy continuum for 
which there is no policy alternative that is preferred by a majority of the councilors—it is the 
only equilibrium. This is so not because we have labeled the policymaker in the center a 
“centrist” but because the centrist happens to be the median voter.12

The median voter theorem essentially shows that the difficulties we encountered earlier 
with Condorcet’s paradox, such as group intransitivity and cyclical majorities, can be 
avoided if we are willing to both rule certain preference orderings “out of bounds” and 
reduce the policy space to a single-issue dimension. Unfortunately, neither of these restric-
tions is uncontroversial. For example, there is nothing intrinsically troubling about individ-
ual preferences that are not single peaked. In fact, there is a whole host of issues for which 
voters might, like the right-wing councillor in our example, legitimately prefer a lot or a little 
of something to a moderate amount.13 As a result, we might have moral objections to a 

12. The median voter theorem does not assert that the equilibrium policy outcome will be centrist in terms of the underly-
ing issue dimension. All it states is that the equilibrium policy will be the ideal point of the median voter. Whether it is 
centrist or not will, therefore, depend on the location of the median voter in the issue space.
13. We suspect that many of you probably have the following non-single-peaked preference ordering over coffee when the 
single dimension under consideration is the utility you derive from coffee served at different temperatures: you prefer both 
hot coffee and iced coffee to lukewarm coffee. We see nothing inherently wrong with a preference ordering like this.

Illustrating the Power of the Median VoterFigure  11.5

Note: D = the ideal point of the right-wing councillor; C = the ideal point of the centrist councillor; I = the ideal 
point of the left-wing councillor; SQ = status quo level of social service provision; A and B = proposals for a new 
level of social service provision.
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