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The result is a balance between these two electoral demands. The need to win the 
overall election drives the parties to run candidates near the median voter at the overall 
center. The need to win the primary drives candidates away from the overall center and 
toward the median voter of the party. Thus, you tend to get parties that claim ideological 
ground just to the right and the left of center, roughly locations 4 and 6 in Figure 10.3.

Once these two parties are established, it is all but impossible to add a third party. The 
most obvious motivation to create a new party is to serve a portion of the population that 
is dissatisfied with the candidates offered by the existing parties. Because the bulk of the 
overall population is scrunched toward the overall ideological center, the median voter 
within the existing two parties will be skewed toward the overall center. This means that the 
most dissatisfied voters will be out at the extremes. They have the greatest motivation to 
try to start a new party and to run candidates that address their interests better than do the 
existing parties. The problem is that doing so is irrational. That kind of new party candidate 
will be further from the center than the candidates of the existing two parties, and rather 
than helping the dissatisfied voters get a representative that is closer to them ideologically, 
the new party will actually do the opposite.

If you start with candidates at positions 4 and 6 and add a candidate representing the 
more extreme ideological position of a new conservative party—say, at position 8—then 
you end up guaranteeing the election of the middle-of-the-road candidate that is furthest 
from your ideology. By running a candidate at position 8, the new conservative party steals 
the most conservative voters from the moderately conservative candidate at position 6 and 

Figure 10.3 Spatial Distribution of Voters and Candidates in a Winner-Take-All System
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