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Preface 


A few years ago, I found myself in a social gathering with some old 
Bogota. The conversation drifted past the usual political topics, about 
were in broad agreement, and led us to realize that we alI had somethi 
common: we were all first-generation Bogotans whose parents had come 
as youngsters when their families, from different regions of the countr: 
political violence of the 1940s and 1950s. Some, the majority at the mee' 
Liberais harassed by Conservative militias, but in some cases, the role 
labels were switched. The question of what would have happened, had a 
lived in the same town, is one that I found a bit too eerie to ask. We 
so to speak, grandchildren of La Violencia, the seemingly generic nam 
Colombians denotes that viciously murderous period of "partisan cleansir 
the same time, we were all children of the National Front, products of a 
higher education, both public and private, much larger than anything the c( 
known, fed by parents who put food on the table sometimes through put 
employment, sometimes through protected domestic manufactures, alwa 
of the urban middle class that thrived under the import substitution of 
and 1970s. Having grown in such an environment, we had done somethin 
unthinkable to our grandparents: we had more than once chosen to vote ( 
from what our parents did. 

From the social scientist's point of view, this insignificant vignette c 
some middle-class, middle-aged Colombian urbanites is worth mentionin~ 
because of how unremarkable it is. Colombia is not the only country whos­
political choices are, somehow, a response to broad changes in the eU' 
where they live. Electoral maps often tell the story of their respective com 
story of European industrialization can be elicited from the swaths of "reé 
that often corresponded to the grimy industrial belts of many of their cal 
agrarian crises that blighted the American prairie in the late nineteenth cc. 
their marks in the forro of Populist bastions that largely disappeared f 
during the early 1900s. In country after country after country, the bal 
filled with the outcome of rnillions of individual, largely decentralized ct. 
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viii Preface 

they all have the potential of leading to a richer theory of voting. B ut in their current Contents 
state, they are not useful for my analysis because we do not know at this point how 
these subjective traits respond to the objective facts of the socioeconomic structure. 
Does income inequality promote civic duty? Are workers in the export sector more 
prone to expressive behavior than those in non-tradeables? Are citizens more likely 
to follow ethical dispositions in times of high inftation? The fact that these questions 
sound somewhat off-key indicates that a structural account of electoral turnout must 
start somewhere else. 

To me, the right starting point is a proposition that many readers might find 
startling and even preposterous: from a game-theoretic point of view, voting poses 
no paradoxo This fties in the face of a large body of scholarship, and so I will devote 
Chap. 1 to substantiate it.\ In that chapter, I do not "solve" the parado x of voting 
but, rather, dissolve it. That is, I argue that it is largely an amalgam of ambiguities 
and unnecessarily restrictive assumptions. 

A game-theoretic analysis of voting, without any ad hoc modifications of the 
basic cost-benefit analysis, can offer a satisfactory account of electoral participation. 
Such is the main lesson of Chap. l. In itself, I believe that this is an important result, 
but it is not enough for my purposes. My goal is to understand how structural forces 
shape the patterns of tumout in an electorate. Thus, in Chaps. 2 and 3, I show how, 
once we overcome the parado x of voting, game theory can help us to estahlish very 
precise and intuitive patterns of electoral participation. Ultimately, the conclusion 
of those chapters might se em somewhat disappointing because they establish what 
the calculus of voting meant to prove from the very beginning: that the decision to 
vote responds to costs and benefits, just like any other decision. 

But this initial disappointment should be ephemeral because, once we realize 
that voting is subjected to clearly discemible forces, a new viewpoint emerges. 
Instead of asking oursel ves why people vote, it is possible to address questions 
about the comparative statics of electoral turnout. Chapter 4 exemplifies the kind 
of research that becomes feasible with these new results. In it I show how the 
operation of the welfare state determines the benefit structure of voting and, through 
it, the populace's electoral participation. As will become clear in that chapter, this 
approach can generate new testable hypotheses about turnout and its connections to 
a polity's socioeconomic environment. This chapter is, however, only an example 
of the type of research program I want to advance. Its full development is beyond 
the scope of this book, but given the advances so far, it is possible 10 discem the 
contribution such a research agenda would make to our understanding of democracy. 
Chapter 5 takes up these issues and offers a summary and concluding remarks. 

Getafe-Madrid, Spain Luis Fernando Medina Sierra 

lThe analysis I present here builds on results I have obtained and reported elsewhere, in particular, 
Medina (2011). 
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Chapter 1 
Beyond the Voters' Paradox 

The life of the rational-choice theory of electoral participation resembles at times 
that of Viscount Medardo de Terralba, the fictional character of Italo Calvino's 
The Cloven Viscount. In Calvino's novel, the viscount bravely goes to battle in the 
frontlines only to be honibly wounded by a cannonball that splits him vertically 
in half. From that point on, each half, with one arm, one leg, one eye, one nostril 
and half a mouth, lives on its own. They never meet again, except for the final and 
felicitous showdown, but before that, their paths cross so that invariably one half 
sabotages the plans of the other. 

In the case of rational-choice theory, the so-called "turnout paradox" was the 
cannonball that split what promised to be a unified research agenda into two separate 
programs, often at odds with each other: the theory of tumout and the spatial 
theory of electoral competition. The original program, as articulated for instance in 
Anthony Downs's classic work An Economic Theory of Democracy (Downs 1957) 
intended to develop the microfoundations of the ca1culus of voting and non-voting 
for individual citizens, then aggregate the resulting decisions and show how they 
would interact with the strategic decisions of political parties. The result would have 
been similar to the general equilibrium models in economics where the consumers' 
decísions are the basic input of the demand function and the firms' decisions are 
aggregated into the supply function. 

Thís program was frustrated by the turnout paradox, that ís, the result according 
to which if citizens respond rationally to their individual preferences and the costs 
and benefits of voting, then they should not vote. If the turnout paradox is correct, 
then there are no individuaUy rational voting decísions to aggregate in the first place. 

So, instead of one unifying treatment of electoral behavior and parties' choices 
we have two theories that have to rely on strange crutches, that rarely meet and that 
whenever they do, create trouble for each other. First we have a theory of electoral 
turnout that tries to explain why people vote if voting is costly but that has little 
to say about how those voting decisions depend at alI on the citizens' preferences 
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