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Riker's view of the dynamical forces of political svstems singles out disequilibrium, strategic
voling and agenda-manipulation as the pervasive features determining the nature of political
change. We shall investigate these characteristics in some detail and thereafter evaluate the
methodological aspects of Riker's theory., Some observations on the general relevance of the
equilibrium analysis of multi-dimensional spatial voting models for the study of political
institutions are also made,

Introduction

During the past decades the social choice theory has proved to be an almost
inexhaustible source of various kinds of impossibility results (see e.g. Arrow
1963; Gibbard 1973; Satterthwaite 1975; Kelly 1978). Although many of these
results have been referred to in political science literature, the main use made
of them has been to point out that some intuitively nice properties simply
cannot go together in collective decision-making bodies of the real world
because they have been shown to be incompatible. In his recent book, William
H. Riker (1982) proceeds from this prima facie use of the results to a theory
of political evolution which is largely based on the observation that the theory
of social choice could shed light on real-world political phenomena in general
and on the succession of rulers and regimes, in particular. In the following
[ shall first briefly outline the main tenets of the theory. This requires

(i) the description and analysis of the basic concepts of Riker’s theory, and
(ii) the presentation of how the theory of political succession is built out of

the basic concepts.

Thereafter I shall move on to the evaluation of the theory in terms of tradi-
tional standards. More specifically, I shall ask whether the theory could in
principle be refuted. Moreover, | shall ask whether it can be used as an ex-
planatory or predictive device.
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The Problems of Finding Out the Will of the People

One of Riker's main arguments is that all those *‘populistic’” definitions of

democracy which make use of notions like “‘the will of the people’ or

otherwise refer to the quality of the output of the collective decision-making
process given individual preferences are defective and should be abandoned.

The reason is that the results of social choice theory demonstrate that all

preference aggregation methods are meaningless in at least one of the follow-

ing senses:

1) the alternative which is specified ‘“best’” by the method is — upon closer
inspection — worse or at least not really better than some other alter-
native or set of alternatives,

2) the method does not guarantee that it is in the interest of the individuals
participating to reveal their true opinions about the issues at hand, or

3) the alternative that the method specifies as ‘‘best”’ depends crucially on
the sequence (agenda) in which the alternatives are brought into con-
sideration.

Each of the items 1) — 3) plays an important role in Riker's theory of
political succession and we shall, therefore, consider them at some length in
the following. We notice at the outset that the features 1) — 3), which Riker
singles out as reasons for the conceptual breakdown of the populistic theory
of democracy, are used as explanatory factors in the theory of political
succession. That 1s, the same things that undermine one particular view of
democracy are assumed to explain the patterns of succession of political
regimes. Before going into the details of features 1) — 3), 1 would like to
emphasize that the problems 1) and 3) often go together, but conceptually
they can be kept distinct. The same applies to 1) and 2) as well as to 2) and 3).

Which Alternative is Socially Best?

One well-known problem in the social choice theory is the phenomenon
called the Condorcet paradox or the cyclic majorities, i.e. when using a given
social choice method an alternative, say a, beats the alternative b, the latter
beats the alternative ¢, while ¢ defeats a in terms of the same winning criterion.
Could one now say that one of these alternatives is socially best if no other
alternatives are available? Obviously not, as regardless of which one is singled
out, there will always be another that defeats it. The problem of cyclic
majorities has been known for centuries. Indeed, the problem has been
“solved’ in a peculiar way in some contemporary parliaments, viz. the
designers of these institutions have come up with a procedure that treats the
following two cases as identical.
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Case [ Case 11

group 1 group 2 group 3 group 4 group 5 group 6
a b C a b C
b C a c c a
c a b b a b

Let the agenda be the following:
1. ballot: a vs. b (a wins in cases I and II)
2. ballot: the winner of 1. ballot vs. ¢ (¢ wins in both cases).

Here in each case we have three groups of equal size. In each case the social
choice is to be made from the set a, b, ¢ and the preferences of each group
are listed below the group in the customary way, i.e. the topmost alternative
is considered the best by the group etc.

Now case I is an example of cyclic majorities, while in case Il the pairwise
comparison of alternatives using the simple majority rule results in a com-
plete and transitive social preference relation: ¢ beats a, a beats b, ¢ beats b.
In other words, in case I the pairwise comparison method specifies a winner
that defeats all the others in pairwise comparisons, while in case 1 the fact
that ¢ wins is largely “‘accidental”” in the sense that had the sequence of ballots
been: 1. a vs, ¢, 2. the winner of 1. vs. b, then b would have won assuming
that everyone votes according to his preferences.

The procedure that we used in these examples is called the amendment
procedure. In this procedure the sequence of ballots is to some extent predeter-
mined so that a parliamentary motion is first confronted with a proposed
amendment to it, the winner of that comparison is confronted with the next
amendment etc., and the winner of the last comparison of this type is con-
fronted with the status quo. At each stage the winner is that alternative which
gets the majority of votes. The winner of the overall contest is the winner of
the last comparison. It is particularly noteworthy that the number of pairwise
comparisons performed in this procedure is n-1 if the number of alternatives
is n, whereas the number of all pairwise comparisons is n(n-1)/2.

The amendment procedure always results in a unique winner (assuming
that the number of voters who cast their ballots is odd), but as we observed,
it does not differentiate between *‘accidental” and ‘“‘genuine’’ winners. In
cases I and 11 alternatives a and b could be interpreted as a motion and an
amendment to it, respectively, while ¢ would be the status quo. The “*solu-
tion’” to the Condorcet paradox consists in gsswmning that the social preference
relation constructed on the basis of pairwise comparisons is complete and
transitive. If this assumption were to hold in general, then of course no more
than 2 comparisons would be needed when 3 is the number of alternatives.
But as exemplified by the Condorcet paradox, the social preference relation
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constructed on the basis of pairwise comparisons may well be intransitive.
This possibility is effectively concealed by the amendment procedure.

One may notice in passing that although the mere decrease in the number
of pairwise comparisons would guarantee that a unique winner is found, the
amendment procedure has another characteristic which actually makes it con-
servatively biased. This is the fact that the status guo is always a contestant
in the final comparison. One could say that the amendment procedure is not
neutral, but discriminates in favour of the status quo.

Mow the possibility of cyclic majorities with or without non-neutrality gives
considerable power to the person or group constructing the agenda. Some-
times the agenda-setter in fact determines the winner if each group votes
according to its true preferences. In Riker's theory of political succession the
agenda-control is an important determinant of the evolution of political
systems. That the cyclic majorities create the possibility of a successful
agenda-manipulation can be seen from case 1. Suppose that group 1 is the
agenda-setter. Then the agenda: 1. b vs. ¢, and 2. the winner of 1. vs. a, results
in the victory of a, i.e. the most-preferred alternative of group 1. Similarly,
as we already noticed, the agenda: 1. a vs. ¢, and 2. the winner of 1. against b,
brings the victory to b, the favourite of group 2. Hence, if that group were to
set the agenda, there is a presumption that it would introduce the agenda just
mentioned.

The Agenda-Manipulation

In the absence of majority cycles there is a non-empty set of core alternatives,
i.e. alternatives not defeated by any other alternatives in pairwise contests.
The converse is, however, not true. If all voters vote according to their true
preferences and if there is a Condorcet winner, the agenda-manipulation is
not possible, that is, the Condorcet winner will always be chosen under the
amendment procedure. If, however, the agenda-setter is allowed to propose
new alternatives to be voted upon, then quite new vistas are opened for
agenda-manipulation, assuming again that the voters vote according to their
true preferences at every stage. The reason is obvious: by introducing a new
alternative the agenda-setter can sometimes create a majority cycle through
the alternative that earlier was the Condorcet winner. But also other methods
than the amendment procedure become now vulnerable to agenda-manipula-
tion. For example the widely used plurality runoff method could be mani-
pulated by the agenda-setter. Let us consider the following situation.

Case 11

group 1 (1 person) group 2 (2 persons) group 3 (2 persons)

a b C
C C a
b a b
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Here we have a Condorcet winner, viz. c. If the plurality runoff method is
used, it will also be chosen (this is by no means necessarily the case, i.e. the
plurality runoff does not necessarily choose the Condorcet winner when one
exists (see Nurmi 1983)). Suppose now that the agenda-setter sympathizes
with group 2 (or is a member of it) and that he realizes that there is an alter-
native d which is preferred to ¢ by group 3, whereas the rest of the voters rank
it lowest. That is, the preferences with respect to this expanded alternative
set are the following.

Case IV

group 1 group 2 group 3
a b d

C C C

b a a

d d b

The sizes of groups remain the same as in case 111, The runoff method now
eliminates alternatives a and ¢, and the contestants on the second round are
b and d. Now b wins as presumably group 1 will vote for b instead of d.
Hence, the introduction of a new alternative to the agenda results in a change
of social choice even though the new alternative is not the one that is now
chosen (one could easily construct an example in which the new one is chosen).
We observe, moreover, that ¢ is the Condorcet winner both in Cases [11 and
IV. So, the presence of a Condorcet winner does not eliminate the possibilities
of agenda manipulation when new alternatives are added to the agenda.

A more straightforward way of agenda-manipulation by adding new alter-
natives is to create a majority cycle. If the alternatives can be represented
as a multi-dimensional Euclidean real space in which the voters’ preferences
take the form of continuous utility functions, then McKelvey’s (1976; 1979)
results show that the agenda-setter's control over the social outcomes is com-
plete, provided that he knows the utility functions of every voter and the core
of the voting game is empty. Under these assumptions the agenda-setter can
render any alternative the winner of the game regardless of the alternative
one starts with, and vet the process is at every step in accordance with the
amendment procedure,

The existence of a core as well as the nature of the cycles in the Euclidean
spaces has been extensively studied by Schofield (1978, 1981). The conclusions
from his studies are inter alia that the non-existence of a core is a generic
feature in higher dimensional voting games. He also shows that the majority
cycles are dense in these games. Thus, there is nothing in the amendment
procedure that would prevent the agenda-setter from utilizing possible
majority cycles for his own benefit.
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So, agenda-manipulation is very often possible. But what kind of influence
can the agenda-setter have on the social outcome? In other words, how much
can he benefit from the manipulation? McKelvey's theorems show that in
multi-dimensional voting games of the kind discussed in the previous para-
graph, there is no limit to his control. Indeed, the outcomes need not even
be restricted to the Pareto-optimal subspace. The following example shows
that the amendment procedure per se does not guarantee Pareto-optimality
even in the case where the number of alternatives is finite and very small
{Murmi 1983).

Case V
person 1 person 2 person 3
X v v
y z v
X z
A ¥ X

Let the agenda be the following: 1. v vs. y, 2. the winner of 1. against x, 3. the
winner of 2. against z. If everyone votes according to his preferences, the
winner is z. However, every voter prefers v to z. Thus, the Pareto-criterion
is not satisfied. We see that the agenda-setter can by suitable manoeuvring
render even a Pareto-dominated alternative the winner.

If we consider one-stage methods instead of the binary ones, the possi-
bilities of agenda-manipulation depend entirely on the agenda-setter’s ability
to introduce new alternatives. It is not difficult to see that e.g. plurality
voting is vulnerable to this kind of manipulation. Let us consider an example.

Case VI
Situation A Situation B
4 voters 2 voters 3 voters 2 voters 2 voters 2 voters 3 voters
a b c d a b C
b C b a d C b
C a a b b d d
C C a a

In situation A, assuming that each voter votes according to his preferences,
the plurality winner is a. However, if the agenda-setter is one of the three
persons ranking c first and knows that there is an alternative d that would
split the group of 4 voters into two equal parts as in situation B, and if he can
introduce d to the agenda, then presumably ¢ would win. Notice that the
presence of a Condorcet winner in no way restricts the agenda-manipulability
in plurality voting, The Condorcet winner both in situations A and B is b,
which is chosen in neither case.
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If the Borda count is resorted to, the agenda-setter’s possibilities are in
a sense even larger: now the mere number of alternatives partially determines
the winner. Indeed, Fishburn (1974) has shown that excluding an alternative
which has the lowest Borda score and recomputing the Borda scores for the
remaining alternatives can result in a complete reversal of the order of Borda
scores of the remaining alternatives. Another paradoxical feature of the Borda
count — also discovered by Fishburn — is that a Borda winner can sometimes
be the Borda winner in only one of those proper subsets of the alternative
set to which it belongs. So introducing and/or excluding alternatives are the
tools of agenda-manipulation in one-stage methods.

The same tools can also be used in multi-stage procedures, e.g. in the
plurality runoff procedure. Consider the following example.

Case VII
Situation C Situation D
5 voters 3 voters 4 voters 5 voters 3 voters 2 voters 2 volers
a b c a b d c
b c a b d c d
C a b d C a a
C a b b

In situation C, assuming non-strategic voting, the winner of the runoff contest
between a and ¢ is ¢. If now the agenda-setter is one of the 5 persons ranking
a first and knows that the alternative d would split the 4 member group as
shown in situation D, then by introducing d to the agenda he could bring
about the victory of a as now the runoff contestants would be a and b, If the
preferential voting or — as it is sometimes called — the Hare system is used,
the same manoeuvring as in case VI1I leads also to the choice of a instead of c.
These examples are perhaps sufficient to point to the ubiquity of agenda-
manipulation possibilities in practically all voting systems. But manipulation
can also occur without agenda-control. Let us now look at this problem.

Strategic Voting

In the preceding we have assumed throughout that the voters vote according
to their true preferences, that is, if they prefer x to vy, they will vote for x in
every situation where the choice is to be made between these two alternatives.
Sometimes this assumption is plausible and, indeed, the very idea of *‘going
to the people” or *‘letting the voters decide’ seems to rest on this assump-
tion. However, this assumption is by no means universally valid. Practical
politicians have known for centuries that sincere voting — i.e. voting strictly
according to one's preferences — may be short-sighted. The possibilities of
benefiting from the misrepresentation of preferences or strategic voting are
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particularly obvious in the case of the Condorcet paradox or in general when
there is a majority cycle. But as the famous Gibbard-Satterthwaite theorem
informs us, all singleton-valued non-trivial, universal and non-dictorial social
choice methods are vulnerable to the strategic misrepresentation of pre-
ferences (Gibbard 1973; Satterthwaite 1975; see also Blair 1981, Feldman
1980 and Girdenfors 1976). As most of the social choice methods used in
practical politics are not singleton-valued, the bearing of the theorem on the
commonly used voting systems is not quite obvious, though. Elsewhere I have
shown, however, that all otherwise plausible voting methods are manipulable
in the sense of Gibbard and Satterthwaite (Nurmi 1982). So we are, indeed,
dealing with a very common feature of voting procedures. To get an idea of
the intertwinedness of ¢ycles and strategic voting, let us consider the example
of the Condorcet paradox again.

Case VIII

person 1 person 2 person 3
a b C

b C a

¢ a b

As was pointed out above, the agenda-setter in fact determines the outcome
if every voter is completely myopic and reveals his true preference at every
pairwise comparison of alternatives. Suppose that the agenda is: 1. a vs. b,
and 2. the winner of 1. against ¢. In the absence of strategic voting the winner
would be c. But obviously person 1 can benefit from not revealing his true
preference at the first stage. By voting for b he can bring b to the second
pairwise comparison with ¢. Now the winner is b instead of ¢. Obviously the
outcome b is more to the satisfaction of person | than the outcome c.
Obviously the outcome b is more to the satisfaction of person 1 than the
outcome ¢, So, ceteris paribus, person 1's misrepresentation of preferences
has brought him some benefit even though he does not control the agenda.

Several questions can be raised about Case VIII:

1) isthe possibility of strategic manipulation restricted to the binary methods
only?,

2) s it restricted to cases of majority cycles only?, and

3) are the informational requirements for manipulation realistic?

The first question has already been answered negatively. The second question
must also be answered in the same way, i.e. negatively., We can demonstrate
this conclusion with the following example which actually is covered by
Gardenfors’ theorem (1976) (see also Riker 1982, 207).
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Case [X
person 1 person 2 person 3

a b C
b c b
C a a

The agenda 1. a against b, and 2. the winner of 1. agaist ¢, would in the
absence of strategic voting result in b which is also the Condorcet winner.
However, person 3 can misrepresent his preferences as cab, whereupon a wins
the first contest and loses the second leaving ¢ as the winner, clearly the best
possible outcome for person 3.

This conclusion can also be demonstrated for the plurality runoft method
(which is not covered by Gardenfors’ theorem).

Case X

3 persons 2 persons 3 persons
a b C

b c b

C a i

There is now no majority cycle and b is the Condorcet winner. However, if
everyone votes according to his true preferences, a and ¢ get to the second
round where ¢ beats a and is thus the winner of the entire contest. Suppose
now that one of the three persons with the true preference abc, misrepresents
his preference as bac. We then get the following situation.

Case XI

2 persons 1 person 2 persons 3 persons
a b b ¢

b a C b

C C a a

Now obviously b and ¢ get to the second round where b wins. Clearly the
outcome b is preferred to ¢ by the person who misrepresented his preference.

In case XI strategic manipulation results in the choice of the Condorcet
winner. This does not have to be the case, though. Let us consider the
plurality runoff method in the light of the following example.

Case XII

2 persons 3 persons 2 persons 3 persons
d a b C

b b d b

C d C d

a C a a
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The Condorcet winner is now b. If every voter votes sincerely, the winner
is ¢. Let us, however, assume that one of the three persons having the pre-
ference order abde misrepresents his preference as dbca. Thus we get the
following situation.

Case X111

3 persons 2 persons 2 persons 3 persons
d a b c

b b d b

¢ d ¢ d

d C da a

The winner is now d, i.e. a slightly better outcome than ¢ from the viewpoint
of the person who misrepresented his preference. Notice that b, the Condorcet
winner, is chosen in neither of the cases XII and XIIL.

As for the third question, there seem to be grounds for arguing that the
definition of the manipulability of a social choice function is too inclusive:
all one needs to classify a procedure as manipulable is that there be some
preference profile such that some person can benefit from the misrepresenta-
tion of preferences when a given procedure is used and all the others keep
their preferences fixed. Surely this is the structural property of a procedure
and does not tell much about the actual possibilities of benefiting from
misrepresentation. If one has to know the entire preference profile in order to
benefit from misrepresentation, then that kind of knowledge may simply
not be at hand and thereby the structural property does not really affect the
ability of the system to reveal the preferences of the voters, On the other hand,
there are systems in which one only has to know the toughest competitor of
one's favourite alternative to have all the incentives for misrepresentation.
The Borda count is an example of such easily manipulable systems.

Although these remarks might suggest that a more plausible definition of
manipulability should be sought, none seems to be available at the moment
(interesting ideas about related problems have, however, been proposed by
Niemi (1982)). For the purposes of discussing Riker's theory of succession
we do not necessarily need one, Having now outlined the essential background
apparatus, we are in a position to discuss the theory proper.

How the Rulers Gain and Lose Power

The central idea in Riker’s theory is that one should take seriously the results
of McKelvey, Plott (1967) and Schofield which indicate that a state of political
equilibrium very rarely exists. That is, the outcomes of social decision pro-
cesses very rarely coincide with Condorcet winners or cores of voting games
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simply because the latter typically do not exist. It follows, then, that equili-
brium concepts like these cannot be used as predictors of social outcomes.
Rather agenda-manipulation and the strategic misrepresentation of pre-
ferences become the most important features of politics.

The main driving force of political change in general and succession in
particular is dissatisfaction with the outcomes reached carlier.

The dissatisfaction is felt by only a minority when the social outcome is
the Condorcet winner. But as Case [X reveals, the Condorcet winner is not
necessarily the social outcome if some voter votes strategically. Moreover,
typically there exists no Condorcet winner. In either case the majority is
dissatisfied. This in conjunction with the very nature of losing in politics —
which in Riker’s view is essentially different from losing economically in so
far as it involves the compulsory acceptance of public ‘*bads’™ instead of
losing some private benefit — gives strong incentives to the dissatisfied to
change the social outcome.

Riker sees two typical ways in which the losers try to become winners:

(1) by finding out new alternatives that defeat the current outcomes, or
(2) by creating new issue dimensions, i.e. new criteria for evaluating the
alternatives such that the social equilibrium — if it exists — is upset.

Riker (1982, 208) points out that these two ways are difficult to distinguish
in practice although theoretically the difference is important: the former
method works in the cases where the current outcomes are not in equilibrium,
while the latter starts with an equilibrium outcome.

In principle the theory is very simple: it consists of voters, rulers and their
interaction, The voters can become rulers (or leaders as Riker chooses to call
them) by proposing new policy alternatives or new policy dimensions and
receiving a sufficient amount or support for them. Political leadership in
Riker’s theory essentially involves the perception and exploitation of political
dissatisfaction to defeat the current social outcomes. The rulers gain their
power by proposing victorious policy alternatives. Similarly they lose their
position upon becoming defeated, i.e. upon losing sufficient support for their
policy alternatives.

What, then, brings about the dynamics of political succession is the
ubiquity of disequilibria, agenda-manipulation and strategic preference
revelation. If the equilibria were always present and if they were not upset
either by agenda-manipulation or strategic voting, then political evolution
would have to be explained by factors that are extraneous to politics, like
changes in preferences due to technological innovations or to the composition
of decision-making bodies etc. Riker’'s theory aims at using the mobilization
of tastes as the main explanatory mechanism of political succession. There-
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fore, it does not necessarily exclude the other theories that utilize extra-
political explanantia, but rather complements them.

Can the Theory be Refuted?

Riker's theory of succession is not primarily intended to predict political
events, as the author himsell points out. If the social outcomes were to
typically coincide with the theoretical equilibria, then prediction would be
possible, but, as we have just seen, Riker's view is that equilibria are rarities
and even when they exist, they can be and often are upset. So, prediction by
means of theoretical equilibria is bound to fail.

It seems that Riker intends his theory mainly as an explanatory device in
a fairly loose sense. In other words, his theory is a device for making certain
phenomena intelligible in a way that has nothing or very little to do with
prediction. Riker argues that his theory is one of *‘natural selection of issues”’
and that in general it is very much like the theory of biological evolution.
Therefore, just as the emergence of new species is difficult or even impossible
to predict, so is the prediction of the rise of new political issues. But — one
might ask — where does the theory derive its explanatory power? Riker
would probably say that the explanatory power does not stem from the
theory’s past predictive successes because the theory is not a predictive
device. But surely the theory must say something about reality. What it says
is that past political evolution can be captured in terms of the process of rise
and fall of issues mediated by the search for new dimensions and/or alterna-
tives to displace the previous ones. But that is what the theory claims, not
what gives it its explanatory power or justification. The explanatory power
could reside in the theory's ability to cover past phenomena of political
succession. And, indeed, Riker gives examples from various historical periods
to justify his theory. He does not, however, try to cover as many and different
phenomena of succession as possible to give his theory **consilience”” (Whewell
1858). Rather the examples are of an illustrative nature.

It seems that Riker is convinced of the explanatory power of his theory
on other grounds, viz. by virtue of the theoretical results which his succession
theory is based upon. In particular, the results concerning the ubiquity of
majority cvcles and the generic absence of equilibria plus the unlimited
possibilities for agenda-manipulation in higher-dimensional spatial voting
games seem to provide Riker with adequate justification for his theory of
political succession. But there are some problems to be faced:

(1) the results on the existence of a non-empty core and the density of
majority cycles, on the one hand, and the possibilities for agenda-
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manipulation and strategic voting, on the other, are not of the same
nature, and

(2) if no other justification is given, the theory actually becomes a descrip-
tion schema and has no empirical content whatsoever.

Let me hasten to add that I'm not at all sure that Riker would object to his
theory being regarded as a description schema rather than a theory proper.
As a matter of fact Riker does not use the word “‘theory” in discussing the
natural selection of issues. His term is **‘model’’. But this, | believe, is a matter
of linguistic usage more than of a substantial distinction between the two
terms. The importance of problem (2) is, of course, that it determines the
epistemological nature of Riker’s view, Let us, however, turn to problem (1)
first.
The crucial difference between

(i) the results on the existence of nonempty cores and the density of cycles,
and
(1)) the results on agenda-manipulation and strategic voting opportunities

is obviously the fact that the former indicate a state of affairs or, rather, the
genericity of a given type of situation, whereas the latter tell us something
about possibilities or opportunities. The difference is thus in the modalities
expressed by the results. The immediate consequence is that while the results
in class (i) could, in principle, be used in the prediction of certain types of
events, i.e. that something typically is the case, the results of class (ii) cannot
be used in the same way as they only suggest possibilities, i.¢, that something
can happen. To infer from a statement saying that something is possible
generally, a statement that this something will generally occur, is simply a non
sequitur.

But one could argue that the results of class (i) and class (ii) are interrelated
so that because of the genericity of the situations in which the core is empty
and the majority cycles fill the space in higher-dimensional policy spaces, the
class (ii) results hold. In other words, it could be maintained that the common
non-existence of equilibria creates conditions for manipulation, But this
obviously will not do as manipulability is not necessarily related to majority
cycles as Case IX above demonstrates. So it seems that the results themselves
cannot justify Riker’'s theory in any other way than by suggesting that the
theory of political succession is, indeed, possible.

To turn now to problem (2), could it be the case that the main justification
of Riker’s succession theory is that it fits any course of events in the real
world? Or to put it slightly differently, could the theory be empirically empty?
Indeed, as far as political succession is concerned it is difficult to imagine
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a course of events that would not be compatible with Riker's theory. If a
person or group displaces another person or group in a political process, then
there usually is a change in policy involved. Now this change can be interpreted
as the introduction of a new issue to the agenda. This issue, in turn, can upset
the previous equilibrium by creating a cycle or generate a majority cycle
through the previously victorious outcome. Or alternatively, the new issue
can result from the agenda-manipulator’s calculations aiming at splitting the
ruling majority into two or more parts over some new alternative. Any of
these interpretations could be given to the policy change coinciding with the
displacement of one set of rulers by another one. Of course, one could imagine
a situation in which ruler A is replaced by ruler B and yet there is no change
in policy between the two regimes. But, then, what we are dealing with is not
a political succession at all, but a sequence of events which must be explained
by non-political features. It seems then that Riker’s theory could be construed
as an interpretation of political succession rather than a theory of it. Indeed,
Riker uses the term “‘interpretation’ in his discussion of political change.
It this is the intended construal of Riker's presentation, then its episte-
mological nature is entirely different from that of a theory.

Upon closer inspection problems (1) and (2) amount to the same thing.
Riker's theory says that anything is possible in political evolution: either
stability which means that the dissatisfied have not yet found a new policy
dimension or issue to upset the prevailing equilibrium, or change which means
that such a dimension or platform has been found and proposed. So we are
dealing with a theoretical framework that can be used in the description of
political succession. It also gives general guidelines for looking for an explana-
tion of particular occurrences in the sequence of events. It **works’ beautifully
in several historical cases discussed by Riker, but how couldn’t it?

Lest my point be misunderstood 1 want to add that [ don’t believe Riker
would object to what was said above about the nature of his ideas of political
change. Rather he would probably point to several passages in his book to
show that he has largely conceived his work in the same way.

The Institutional Equilibria

Despite the fact that Riker's framework is capable of incorporating both change
and stability, it emphasizes disequilibrium. Indeed, its main guideline for
looking for explanations of changes is to search for disequilibrating issues
or dimensions. The main justification of this guideline seems to be *‘the
paucity of equilibria’ as Riker puts it (Riker 1982, 181). But this paucity
refers to situations which can be described as multi-dimensional real-valued
policy-spaces in which the voters have optimum points and well-defined (at
least) continuous utility or loss functions. Now, if the paucity of equilibria
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characterizes such situations, does it also entail that in situations relevant for
political change the equilibria would typically be non-existent?

In my view the answer is no, as far as the entailment sensu stricto is con-
cerned. For instance, if a candidate for an office is to be chosen from a fixed
set X of candidates, then as long as we can do with finite-dimensional policy-
space to describe the situation, there is a finite number of points to choose
from. If the core is empty when the entire multi-dimensional space is con-
sidered, it does not have to be when a finite set of alternatives is focused
upon., Moreover, the institutional arrangements may essentially limit the
number of alternatives and/or the number of possible agendas (Nurmi 1980,
761). Shepsle (1979) has, consequently, introduced the concept of structure-
induced equilibrium. Its main virtue is that it takes explicitly into account the
institutional constraints on the social choice. Shepsle distinguishes two main
types of constraints:

(i) the decentralization or subdivision of a decision-making body into
committees, subcommittees etc. which then decide some issues on behalf
of the body itself, and

(ii) dimension-wise decomposition, i.e. arranging the agenda so that, for
example, one policy-dimension is considered at a time.

To this list we might add the speaker’s rules which set constraints on possible
agendas (e.g. ‘‘the alternatives which are most widely apart are to be voted
on first’"). Of course, this kind of list is not exhaustive. The point, however,
is that when these structural constraints are taken into account, there might
well be equilibria even though there are none in the ““theoretical’” policy space.

A pertinent criticism can be levelled against the equilibrium analysis itself,
Aldrich & Rohde (1982) argue that the equilibrium analysis simply does not
ask relevant questions from the viewpoint of understanding political pro-
cesses. Even in the case of there being a unique equilibrium, the mere state-
ment that it exists does not help us to understand the process via which it is ap-
proached. In the case where there are several equilibria, we need to know why
and how one of them rather than the others is approached and so on.

Now in my view this remark constitutes a more serious objection to Riker's
ideas because one of the crucial criteria for evaluating theoretical frameworks
is whether they direct our attention to the right kind of questions, i.e. whether
they help us to gain the systematic knowledge that contributes to our under-
standing of phenomena. If Riker’s framework does not pose the right
questions, then it clearly does not satisfy this criterion of goodness. Much of
this criticism turns on the issue of the usefulness of static and dynamic models,
Equilibrium concepts like the core or Condorcet winner are defined in a static
framework, while political succession is essentially a process, i.e. a dynamic
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concept. [ think Aldrich and Rohde are right in insisting that we cannot be
content with mere statements concerning the existence and unigueness of
equilibria, but should look beyond them in the sense of focusing on the
dynamics of equilibrating and disequilibrating processes. But in fairness to
Riker we should point out that the framework suggests exactly these kinds
of questions, e.g. “*is the prevalent equilibrium upset by a splinter alterna-
tive?”’, ““what kind of new issue dimensions are proposed?’’, or *‘is agenda-
manipulation involved?".

All the views presented in the preceding relate to the use of Riker's frame-
work as a descriptive device, i.e. they assume that it is used in gaining knowl-
edge of political phenomena. We have argued that in this kind of research
its usefulness depends on the plausibility or realism of the assumptions of
the spatial voting theory. Let us, however, look at the framework from
another, viz. normative, angle.

Descriptive or Normative Framework?

The framework for the study of political succession is a kind of a by-product
of Riker’s analysis of voting procedures. As such it is perhaps not the most
insightful part of the presentation. | would argue that this is due to the fact
that the theoretical background Riker uses — viz. the social choice theory
and spatial voting models — is not particularly well-suited for descriptive
purposes. Rather its most plausible use is to evafuate political institutions.
In this kind of research the results of McKelvey, Plott and Schofield are
directly relevant in telling us that certain procedures — like the pairwise
comparison of alternatives with the simple majority rule — have no inherent
properties that would guarantee the non-arbitrariness of outcomes eventually
reached. In other words, if one wants to use these procedures and vet end up
with non-arbitrary outcomes, specific precautions have to be taken.

These types of results — or in general results indicating that some phe-
nomena or behaviour patterns are possible or impossible — upon which Riker
builds his framework are indeed directly relevant for the normative study of
institutions. If one is interested in excluding certain things from happening
within an institution, then obviously impossibility or possibility results are
precisely the kind of thing one wants to know. As we pointed out above, these
results are of essentially lesser value in prediction. To know that something
is possible is entirely different from knowing that something will happen.
On the other hand, if one wishes to avoid some phenomena, the best one can
do is to resort to mechanisms which make their occurrence impossible, while
if one wishes them to occur, then one must make their occurrence possible
at least. For this reason Riker's framework is better suited for normative than
for descriptive purposes.
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Conclusion

Riker's theory of political succession — a by-product of his more extensive
treatment of democratic theory — turns on notions of disequilibrium, strategic
voting and agenda-manipulation. Upon closer inspection the theory turns out
to be non-predictive and hence in the Popperian sense without empirical
content. This of course does not diminish its value as a theoretical framework
for interpreting political succession. The scientific value of Riker’s framework
depends on its ability to guide research towards knowledge that would help
us to understand political phenomena. It seems that although the results on
which Riker builds his framework deal with rather abstract situations, he is
able to suggest a number of interesting questions related to the dynamics of
political succession. A more direct and unproblematic use of these results
could, however, be made in the normative or evaluative study of political
institutions with which the main bulk of Riker’s book is concerned.
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