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regardless of how permissive the electoral system is because they have few social divisions. In 

contrast, there’s only one way to end up with many parties. You need a heterogeneous society 

and a permissive electoral system.

PARTY COMPETITION

So far, we’ve examined why we get the types and number of parties we do. In the remainder of 

this chapter, we briefly examine how parties compete with each other.

Policy Competition

Parties often compete with each other by offering different policy packages. Political scientists 

typically use spatial models to think about this form of party competition. In spatial models 

of party competition, parties and voters are located, or have ideal points, in some policy space. 

The simplest spatial model assumes the policy space is one dimensional, and hence that vot-

ers and parties can be placed on a line. While the one-dimensional policy space can reference 

any policy, we often assume it represents the left-right policy dimension associated with the 

class cleavage. This is because the class cleavage dominated party competition for much of the 

twentieth century in advanced industrialized democracies. Spatial models typically assume that 

voters engage in proximity voting where they vote for the party located closest to them. This is 

equivalent to assuming that voters have single-peaked preferences. Parties are assumed to be 

vote maximizers that choose their location in the policy space to maximize their vote share.

In Box 10.1 “The Median Voter Theorem and Party Competition,” we saw that when we 

have two-party competition in a one-dimensional policy space, the two parties converge on 

the position of the median voter. The two parties end up offering the same policy to voters. 

Any other location in the policy space will lose in a pair-wise contest against the policy position 

preferred by the median voter. Thus, if one party is located at the median voter’s ideal point and 

the competing party isn’t, then the first party will win a majority of the votes. The losing party, 

therefore, has an incentive to move to the median voter’s ideal point as well. The consequence is 

that both parties will be located at the position of the median voter, resulting in a tied election 

in which each party wins with equal probability. The fact that observers of two-party systems 

often criticize the dominant parties in these countries for being ideologically indistinguishable 

on the major issues provides some evidence that policy convergence does, indeed, occur.

Most party systems, though, have more than two parties. When this is the case, party 

competition changes. If two parties in a one-dimensional policy space were to converge on the 

Electoral System Permissiveness

Low (SMDP) High (PR)

Social Heterogeneity High Few parties Many parties

Low Few parties Few parties

TABLE 13.12 ■    The Interplay of Social Heterogeneity and Electoral System 

Permissiveness on Party System Size
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