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ABSTRACT

Delegation and Polarization of Platforms in Political Competition*

We consider a model of political competition between two ideological parties
who are uncertain about the distribution of voters. The distinguishing feature
of the model is that parties can delegate electoral decisions to candidates by
nomination. It is shown that if the credible platform commitments of the
candidates are feasible, then at least one of the parties nominates in
equilibrium a candidate who has an ideology that is more radical than the
delegating party’s ideology. In a variety of circumstances, this, in turn, yields a
polarization of equilibrium policy choices of the candidates. It is thus argued
formally that strategic nomination of the candidates may well be one of the
major reasons behind the well documented observation that the platforms
associated with the political parties in two-party democracies are often
surprisingly polarized.
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NON-TECHNICAL SUMMARY

It is now widely recognized that in two-party political systems the proposed
policies need not converge to the ideal policy of the median voter. If parties care
not only about winning the elections but also about the implemented policies, and
there is uncertainty about the distribution of voters, the equilibrium strategies may
well dictate that each party proposes a different policy. Some even argue that not
only are the proposals different from the median voter’s ideal policy, but they are
also somewhat polarized. Indeed, a considerable fraction of the presidential
candidates in the US are often claimed to be more radical than most members of
their parties.

There are several alternative explanations of polarized politics. In particular, in an
influential set of works, Alesina and Rosenthal (1995, 1996, 2000) advance an
argument based on the incentives created by the ‘checks and balances’ of the
American political system. They take the view that due to these checks and
balances the implemented policy is a compromise between the President and the
Congress, and this, in turn, gives each party an incentive to choose a radical
policy. Since the final policy will be in between the policies proposed by the
parties (assuming that one party wins the presidency and the other the
Congress), it is in the interest of a party to choose a radical policy to ‘move’ the
final policy in its desired direction.

Of course, it makes sense to talk about more or less polarized proposals only
when parties can make credible commitments to their proposals. The situation
considered by Alesina and Rosenthal (1995, 1996) is one in which such
commitment does not exist, so the proposal of a party coincides with its ideal
policy. The checks and balances still moderate the final policy but through the
strategic actions of the voters, not the parties. An interesting way to complement
this sort of an investigation is, therefore, to consider the possibility that parties
choose their candidates in a strategic way while the individuals vote sincerely.
This opens up strategic possibilities for a party since the ideal policies of the
candidates of a party need not be identical to those of the party. Thus, in this
scenario the polarization of party platforms in the elections may arise through
strategic nomination of the candidates by the parties.

In this Paper we examine precisely this scenario, and try to understand if and
when polarization of platforms obtains through the route of strategic delegation to
the radicals. Put more concretely, our objective is to understand if there is any
room for political parties to nominate their candidates to influence the electoral
strategy of the other party. This view sees the electoral process in itself as a
mechanism resembling the checks and balances, but one that operates prior to
the elections.

We consider a largely standard model in which the policy space is unidimensional
and there is uncertainty about the distribution of voters’ preferences. There are



two ideological parties who would like to see their respective ideal policies
implemented, but they need to first obtain the approval of the majority of voters.
Given the surrounding uncertainty, both parties aim to maximize their expected
utility. In each party there is a set of potential ideological candidates, which
contains radical and moderate types. A radical (moderate) candidate has a more
(less) extreme ideal policy than the one associated with the party. In the first
stage each party nominates (simultaneously) its candidate. In the second stage
candidates make credible policy proposals. In the third stage voters vote and the
winning candidate implements its announced proposal. Our main result states
that, under fairly general assumptions, it cannot be the case that both parties
delegate on moderate candidates in equilibrium: at least one of the candidates
must be more radical than its party. In turn, the platform declarations of the
nominated candidates may or may not be more polarized than the platforms
without delegation. Thus the model is consistent with the often advanced view
that the platforms adopted during the elections by otherwise radical candidates
may well be quite close to each other. Interestingly, however, this situation
obtains only when one of the nominated candidates is radical and the other is
moderate. The model maintains that when both of the parties choose to nominate
radical candidates, then the associated equilibrium platforms must be more
polarized than the platforms without delegation.

The main thesis of this Paper may then be stated succinctly as follows: to the
extent that the nature of the political institutions maintains the feasibility of
credible platform commitments of the candidates, the political parties have strong
incentives to delegate to radical candidates. What is more, in such
circumstances, the nominated candidates would instigate more polarized
platforms than would be obtained in the absence of candidate delegation. This
thesis complements the one that is proposed by Alesina and Rosenthal on the
polarization of political platforms from a strategic angle in a standard political
competition model with ideological parties/candidates and delegation.

Finally, we should note that our results are in accordance with the empirical
evidence on the ideological position of the 1876–1988 US presidential candidates
reported in Alesina and Rosenthal (1995), who compare the Poole and Rosenthal
(1991) estimates of the liberal–conservative position of US presidential
candidates to the mean and one standard deviation position for the Senate. If we
identify ‘radical’ candidates as the ones with an ideological position outside the
+/- one standard deviation band, then the election in 1900, with McKinley and
Bryan as the candidates, is the only case in which both candidates are moderate.
In the rest of the cases at least one of the candidates is found to be radical. It is
important to notice that, as mentioned above, there are alternative models that
can explain the existence of radical candidates. Most of these models, however,
do not provide a satisfactory explanation of why we observe equilibria in which
one candidate is radical and the other candidate is moderate. As we shall
demonstrate by means of numerical examples, one major advantage of the
present model is its ability to sustain such interesting asymmetric equilibria.
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ri d ihz sduw| phpehuv +dv lq vrph Hxurshdq frxqwulhv vxfk dv Lwdo|,/ dqg qrw wkurxjk wkh sulpdulhv1 Zkloh

lw zloo hyhqwxdoo| eh yhu| lqwhuhvwlqj wr dxjphqw wkh suhvhqw prgho zlwk d prgho ri sulpdulhv/ wkh devhqfh

ri d vwdqgdug prgho lq wklv uhjdug dqg wkh frpsoh{lw| ri wkh yrwlqj jdph zh frqvlghu khuh pdnh wklv wdvn

kdugo| urxwlqh1 Wr xqghuvwdqg wkh edvlf h�hfw ri vwudwhjlf ghohjdwlrq lq wkh frqwh{w ri srolwlfdo frpshwlwlrq/

lw vhhpv uhdvrqdeoh dw suhvhqw wr wulyldol}h wkh sulpdulhv vwdjh e| frqvlghulqj fdqglgdwhv dv �qrplqdwhg e|

wkh sduw|1� Wklv lv zkdw zh vkdoo gr lq wklv sdshu1
:Wklv lv qrw/ krzhyhu/ qhfhvvdulo| wkh fdvh zkhq wkh ruljlqdo jdphv sod|hg e| wkh sulqflsdov2sduwlhv kdyh

d vhtxhqwldo vwuxfwxuh1 Vhh Ihuvkwpdq dqg Ndodl +4<<:, dqg Nrênhvhq dqg Rn +4<<<,1
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