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Abstract

Most work on redistribution in democracies is anchored in long-
standing unidimensional models, notably the seminal Meltzer-Richard-
Romer model. When scholars venture outside the security of unidimension-
ality, many either abandon theoretical rigor or miss the full consequences of
adding more dimensions (whether ideological or economic). There is now
a substantial literature on redistributive politics in multidimensional policy
spaces, but it tends to be very technical and frequently misinterpreted, if not
ignored. This purpose of this article is to review this relatively new literature
using simple graphical representations, focusing on the key assumptions, in-
tuitions, and results. We show how issue bundling, issue salience, and the
distribution of preferences can affect redistribution, and we discuss the role of
political institutions in inducing particular outcomes. We also highlight the
opportunities for dialogue between formal models and more constructivist
approaches by exploring the effects of political entrepreneurs manipulating
salience, institutions, and even identities.
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INTRODUCTION

Understanding redistribution is a central topic for political economy and indeed for the study of
democracy. Data from the Luxembourg Income Study show that the tax–benefit system is every-
where redistributive, but also that it varies dramatically across time and countries. If we want to
understand inequality, we need to understand the politics of redistribution. Yet, the models used
to explain redistribution have relied heavily on single-dimensional conceptions of politics that
are theoretically and empirically unsatisfactory. In the past two decades, new multidimensional
models have been developed, but they are not widely used, in part because they tend to be highly
technical. A main purpose of this review article is to introduce foundational models of multidimen-
sional distributive politics, focusing on intuition, simple graphical representations, and empirical
predictions.

We also seek to clarify an ambiguity around what constitutes multidimensional policies. Multi-
dimensionality is commonly used to denote multiple ideological dimensions—such as an economic
left/right versus a social or cultural dimension—and this article does consider models constructed
in this vein. But as we outline below, any policy that involves the division of a fixed good between
multiple groups can be thought of as multidimensional. This implies that virtually all economic
policies, including redistribution, are multidimensional.

Finally, although most formal models of multidimensional politics use preexisting institutions
and structures to predict outcomes (known as structure-induced equilibria), we see much poten-
tial for a dialogue between these models and research that focuses on political entrepreneurship
and historical contingency. While such a dialogue is currently absent, we hope this article will
encourage it.

Moving to a multidimensional conception of redistributive politics comes at the cost of ana-
lytical complexity, and it can be argued that at least democracies in Western Europe and North
America reasonably approximated a single-dimensional interpretation of politics for the first few
decades after World War II. Much spending by advanced democracies in this period was for social
insurance, pensions, and public goods where markets were underdeveloped. Spending for such
purposes enjoyed broad cross-class support; the main conflict was over the level of spending, with
left parties and those at the lower end of the income distribution wanting more, and right parties
and those at the higher end of the distribution wanting less. The hugely influential unidimensional
model by Meltzer & Richard (1981) and Romer (1975), at least superficially, seemed to capture
the theoretical essence of this reality.

Yet, whether or not unidimensional conceptions of redistributive politics were ever good ap-
proximations to reality, three broad developments have rendered them untenable for understand-
ing the present world of advanced democracies. The first is the expansion of private alternatives to
public provision. With the development of private insurance and credit markets, the welfare state
has come to be seen by many as a pure instrument of redistribution. As we will see in a moment,
purely distributive policies, like dividing a pie, are inherently multidimensional.

Second, noneconomic issues such as immigration, race/ethnicity, postmaterialism, and mul-
ticulturalism have become increasingly salient. These new dimensions may well have materialist
foundations, but they take nonmaterialist forms and cross-cut existing distributive divisions. They
affect the politics of distribution by enabling new types of policy bundles and coalitions.

Finally, the spread of democracy to developing countries has raised the importance of both
considerations because politics in these countries is often divided by ethnicity, caste, and religion.
If we want to understand these countries, we cannot simply apply the one-dimensional models
used to analyze Western democracies in the past.

This article offers a critical introduction to four influential multidimensional models of distribu-
tive politics. These models are often highly technical and inaccessible to many, but we believe they
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Figure 1
Right-skewed distribution of income.

are increasingly salient to an understanding of redistributive politics. Many empirically minded
researchers already analyze politics as a multidimensional coalition game—often with roots in
Esping-Andersen’s (1990) historical institutionalist work—but they rob their work of the analyti-
cal clarity that formal models provide, and they often cannot escape a sense of post hoc reasoning.
To help bridge this gap between theoretical models and empirical practice, we provide intuitive
graphical representations of four foundational models, without any claim to being exhaustive. We
comment on limitations of existing models, but the focus is on highlighting the key logics of the
models and how they may be used to explain distributive outcomes in democracies.

A BASELINE MODEL: MELTZER & RICHARD AND ROMER

Perhaps no model captures the intuition that democratic politics compensates for market inequality
better than that associated with Meltzer & Richard (1981) and Romer (1975)—hereafter MRR.
The key logic of the MRR model also reappears in several models of multidimensional politics by
essentially treating redistribution as one of several dimensions in a more complex model.

The democratic compensation intuition of the MRR model is simple but requires several
restrictive assumptions: a proportional tax, a flat-rate (lump-sum) benefit, a balanced budget, and
nonlinear efficiency costs of taxation. The final assumption can be thought of as a disincentive to
work if taxation is high, which leads to a reduction in output. In addition, the distribution of pretax
and pretransfer income is assumed to be right-skewed and exogenously given, as illustrated in
Figure 1. Virtually all observed income distributions are right-skewed, so this is not a controversial
assumption, and we retain it throughout this review.

The purpose of the other assumptions is to ensure that there is a single policy dimension
which can alternatively be thought of as the tax rate or the benefit level. The balanced-budget
assumption guarantees that all taxes collected are distributed. If a proportional tax is combined
with a lump-sum benefit, anyone with income above the mean has no incentive to vote for taxes,
since they contribute more than the average yet receive the same benefit as everyone else. Those
below the mean income, however, get a net benefit from taxation so long as the efficiency costs of
taxation are not too high. Assuming that everyone simply wants to maximize their net income, this
produces a single dimension with preferences for taxation as illustrated in Figure 2. The reason
that the preferred tax rate does not jump to 100% just below the mean is that taxation reduces the
size of the pie and makes very high taxation suboptimal for voters at this income level.

Downs’s (1957) median voter theorem can now be applied to majoritarian elections to predict
the extent of redistribution. If everyone votes, the median voter is the individual with the median
income, and the equilibrium is reached when the benefit to the median voter of additional spending
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Figure 2
Preferred tax rate as function of income. t∗(M ) indicates the optimal tax rate for an individual with median
income. The optimal tax rate for all individuals above mean income (µ) is zero.

is exactly outweighed by the cost to the median voter of lower per capita income due to work
disincentives. In Figure 2, that equilibrium is at t∗(M ). The logic implies two key comparative
statics: Spending is higher (a) the greater the skew in the distribution of income (“inequality”) and
(b) the lower the efficiency costs of taxation. If we allow for the possibility that some people do
not vote and that non-turnout is concentrated among the poor, we can add another implication:
(c) Taxation and redistribution rise with the turnout rate.

Implications a and c have been subjected to much empirical scrutiny, and while the latter finds
some support (Larcinese 2007), the evidence for redistribution rising in inequality is weak. Indeed,
data seem to suggest that democracies with high inequality also tend to redistribute less (Alesina
& Glaeser 2004, Bénabou 1996, Lindert 1996, Moene & Wallerstein 2001, Perotti 1996).

A less often noted implication of the MRR model is that partisanship, in the sense of parties
adopting divergent (and nonmedian) platforms, is irrelevant, as the assumption of a single dimen-
sion and Downsian two-party competition should lead to convergence on the tax rate preferred by
the median voter.1 The unimportance of partisanship applies even to multiparty systems if a cen-
trist party representing the median voter can make take-it-or-leave-it offers in the legislature. Yet
evidence that partisanship matters is quite overwhelming; different types of governments (e.g.,
backed by social democrats versus Christian democrats or conservatives) redistribute markedly
different amounts (Bradley et al. 2003; Huber & Stephens 2001; Korpi 1983, 1989; Pettersson-
Lidbom 2008; Reed 2006).

There are two responses to this evidence. One is to accommodate it in the Downsian MRR
framework. Aldrich (1983) shows that two parties can deviate from the median voter if they have
to appeal to core constituencies in order to energize activists and increase turnout, or attract
campaign contributions, as illustrated by the American primary system. In addition, if parties in
coalition governments have to bargain out differences (as opposed to a center party handing out
ultimatums), then multiparty systems where one party has less than a majority can deviate from
the median voter position (of course, multiparty systems are outside the purview of MRR).

Yet, these logics cannot explain long-run effects of partisan governments. Sometimes center-
right parties win majoritarian elections; sometimes center-left parties win; sometimes center par-
ties form government coalitions with left parties; sometimes they form governments with right
parties. Ex ante, there is no reason to expect partisanship to matter in the long run. But a large

1This result holds whether parties are policy maximizing or vote maximizing. The model requires full information, however,
and when uncertainty is introduced, there may be divergence when parties value policy (Wittman 1983). We discuss the
implications of this type of model under uncertainty below.
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A

BC

abab

Figure 3
Dividing a pie between three groups. The solid dots labeled A, B, and C represent the ideal points for each
group (i.e., receiving all of the pie). A feasible allocation is any point inside the triangle defined by those
points, i.e., the shares sum to one. Assume that A and B have made an agreement to split the pie equally and
exclude C, i.e., the red circle labeled ab. The shaded triangles show the regions where either A or B receives
at least one half of the pie. Thus, we see that C could make an offer that was inside the petals defined by the
circular indifference curves and inside the shaded triangle to displace ab as the status quo. Such an offer
makes C better off (versus ab) while also improving A’s or B’s position.

literature suggests that some democracies do have governments that are systematically more left-
leaning, and redistribute systematically more, than other democracies (see Huber & Stephens
2001 for evidence and extensive references). The MRR model is simple and intuitive, but it simply
does not seem to account for most of the variance that matters to redistribution.

THE FUNDAMENTAL PROBLEM OF EXPLAINING
DISTRIBUTIVE POLITICS

While the MRR model packs a lot of intuition, it is in fact exceptionally hard to justify the
assumptions that reduce the distributive space to a single dimension. This is easy to see if we
assume that there are three groups—they could be classes, ethnic groups, religious denominations,
etc.—and a policy vector that divides a fixed pie between the three groups. The whole pie could
go to any of the groups or it could be split in any way between them as long as the total distributed
does not exceed the size of the pie (the budget constraint). This is illustrated in Figure 3.2

Each axis represents the share of the pie going to A, B, and C, respectively. The ideal points
of each group (where a group gets the whole pie for itself ) are represented by solid dots, and the
public policy—which is a vector of each group’s shares—can be any point in a triangular plane
that connects the three dots. Assume that decisions are by majority voting and that two groups are

2The logic here is very general and applies to all nonlinear taxes and targeted benefits. Note also that while individuals or
groups are simply maximizing net income, which implies unidimensional preferences (more or less income), the policy space
is multidimensional because voters consider different bundles of taxes and transfers, which are necessarily multidimensional.
Induced preferences over these bundles are consequently also multidimensional. We consider multidimensional preferences
that are not induced, say over redistribution and religion, below, but it is important to recognize that multidimensionality
does not require people to have such preferences.
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required for a majority. With a fixed pie, the outcome must lie on the triangular hemisphere (also
called the Pareto set). Imagine now that A and B have agreed on a policy, ab, that splits the pie
evenly between the two groups. The two dotted straight lines drawn through that point are the
indifference curves for A and B because any point on these lines leaves one group with the same
share of the pie (one half ).

The question is now whether ab can be an equilibrium. The answer is that it cannot, at least
not without additional assumptions. It is easy to show this by noting that the indifference curve
for C that runs through ab is equal to the line between A and B. For any point on this line, C gets
nothing. But it is immediately clear that C could do better by offering a deal to A anywhere in
the top shaded triangle that would also make A better off, at the expense of B. Alternatively, C
could offer a deal to B in the bottom shaded triangle that would make C and B better off, at the
expense of A. These are known as “win sets” because any point in the win sets is preferred by two of
the groups to the original deal between A and B. As it turns out, this is not a unique attribute of
the point ab; it applies to any point in the triangular plane. Since no point has an empty win set,
there is always a path to reach any point in the plane.

This turns out to be a very general problem. For example, the policy division may concern not a
fixed pie but a public good that is subject to some conflict—for example, a school that can be placed
somewhere between the locations of three spatially concentrated groups. In such a situation, it is
more natural to think of the policy space in terms of Euclidian distance, where each group seeks
an outcome as close to its own ideal position as possible, and we can then represent indifference
curves as half-circles drawn through any point, such as ab (Figure 3).3 But the conclusion is the
same as before because the intersections of the indifference curves always leave two nonempty
win sets (they look like petals in Figure 3). Indeed, it is not logically impossible now to arrive at
outcomes outside the Pareto set.

Arrow (1951) was the first to prove the general impossibility of arriving at a well-behaved
social majority preference function from unrestricted, but well-behaved, individual preference. In
the legislative domain, a large, mostly Americanist literature has developed around this idea as
formalized by McKelvey’s (1976) seminal paper on cycling and the resulting “chaos.” A hugely
influential institutionalist solution proposed by Shepsle (1979) argues that the House of Repre-
sentatives essentially divides the agenda into single issue domains that are governed by specialized
committees, each with the power to propose bills in its own domain and with restrictions on floor
amendments. This essentially eliminates the win sets in Figure 3.

Institutional solutions to Arrow’s impossibility theorem, such as Shepsle’s, are called structure-
induced equilibria (SIEs), and they also play a critical role in redistributive politics, as we discuss
below. In fact, all solutions we discuss are SIEs.

THREE KEY CONCEPTUAL DISTINCTIONS

To facilitate the presentation, and to help highlight the key insights of the models, we define the
distinct concepts of salience, bundling, and preferences.

Salience

If there is more than one dimension, the issue arises of how important each dimension is in the
minds of voters or in the programs of political parties. This relative importance is referred to

3The indifference curves need not be circular. The curvature depends on the salience of each dimension for each group.
Indeed, in many models of redistribution, groups only care about the amount they receive (and not how the remainder is split
among other groups); these models imply straight indifference curves.
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as salience and can be conceptualized as the weight accorded to each dimension in the utility
function of political agents. Salience can have important consequences for model predictions, but
it is largely treated as exogenous in existing models.

Bundling

Bundling implies that distinct issues are presented in packages, usually corresponding to party
programs, which restrict the choice set of voters. In principle, any restriction of a multidimensional
choice set implies bundling, but there is a major discontinuity—and distinction in the literature—
between spaces that are restricted to two choices and spaces that have three or more choices.
Correspondingly, bundling is very closely associated with the division between two- and multiparty
systems.

In some models, issues are tied together by assumption. In the MRR model, for example, taxes
and benefits are perfectly collinear by construction. For conceptual clarity, we refer to such ties
as constraints rather than bundling.

Preferences

Classic models of redistribution assume that the object being divided is such that each group’s
preferred position is to have all of the object. But many policies—e.g., the share of the education
budget going to higher education as opposed to vocational training—induce intermediate pref-
erences. This is also true of preferences that have no obvious maximum, such as religiosity or
racism. This may seem to be self-evident, but it is important to state that in a multidimensional
world (unlike the MRR model), the relative spatial positions of the actors on the other dimensions
matter for determining the level of redistribution in equilibrium.

TWO BUNDLED DIMENSIONS: THE ROEMER MODEL

The 1998 model by John Roemer has attained status as a classic, but the math is devilishly hard,
and little work in fact uses the model beyond referencing what is usually taken to be the main
result, namely that a cross-cutting noneconomic dimension is likely to divide constituencies in
favor of redistribution and thwart the ambitions of the political left. In fact, the model has much
more interesting and contingent implications.

The puzzle that is addressed in Roemer’s (1998) piece is summarized in the title: “why the poor
don’t expropriate the rich.” This question arises naturally from the MRR model because with a
right-skewed distribution of income there should be a majority favoring redistribution. Indeed, in
an MRR world without efficiency costs, more than half the population would want the tax rate to
be 100%, producing a universal “citizen’s wage.” A majority would therefore soak the rich, which
clearly does not happen. Roemer’s explanation turns on the consequences of introducing a second
dimension.

The model is best presented in two steps. The first uses a setup that is now familiar from
MRR (see Figure 4). As in the work of Downs, there are two parties, L and R, but unlike in the
MRR model, the parties maximize policies preferred by their core constituencies. There are two
policy dimensions; one is a proportional tax, t, and the other is a cross-cutting nonmaterial policy,
z, which Roemer associates with a religious dimension, although it could be any nonmaterial
dimension. As in MRR, the tax is used to finance a lump-sum benefit, but unlike the MRR
model, the Roemer model assumes there are no distortions from imposing taxation, so everyone
below the mean income would benefit from a 100% tax while everyone above the mean would lose
and therefore oppose it. The combination of assuming policy-maximizing parties and no efficiency
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MH
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Figure 4
The Roemer (1998) model, step 1: A single economic dimension. µ indicates the median of the population
income distribution. The solid curve and vertical line MH (orange) represent the distribution and the median
of the income of those voting when only a few people vote (s > s ∗); the dashed curve and vertical line ML
(blue) represent the distribution and median income of those voting when most people vote (s < s ∗).

costs is extreme and unrealistic, but the power of Roemer’s model is precisely to show that the tax
rate can go to zero even in this extreme case.

The model assumes that there is uncertainty about who will win the election. Roemer introduces
such uncertainty by allowing voter non-turnout to be concentrated among the poor and to vary
according to a random variable, s. Roemer conceives of s as a measure of bad weather, so that a
high s implies lower turnout. He then shows that there is a threshold, s∗, below which most people
vote and the median voter’s income is below the mean, and above which few people vote and the
median voter has an income above the mean (assuming a right-skewed distribution of income).
The role of bad weather is to shift the median voter to the right in the distribution, as illustrated
in Figure 2.

As long as s∗ is neither 0 nor 1, i.e., as long as there is some uncertainty, the existence of s∗

will lead to policy divergence between the parties, where L promises t = 1 and R promises t =
0. This is sustainable in equilibrium because of the following logic. Assume that R is promising to
implement t = 0. From L’s perspective, if turnout is low, any position with t > 0 will lose (as the
median voter prefers no redistribution), and thus, L cannot beat R by adopting such a position. If
turnout is high, however, any position with t > 0 will win (as the median voter prefers maximum
redistribution and will select the party promising the most redistribution). Thus, as L’s ideal point
is t = 1, their best strategy is to propose t = 1. By a similar logic, if L has committed to t = 1,
then R’s best response is to commit to t = 0. The logic of this argument is very similar to
Wittman’s (1983).

Step 2 is to introduce a nonmaterial dimension, z (Figure 5).4 In Roemer’s (1998) model, z is
a “religious” policy over which people have preferences that are induced by their own religious
views or degree of religiosity.5 Assume that the voter distribution of preferences on the religious

4Note that the existence of z implies that people have inherently multidimensional preferences and are not simply maximizing
income (see footnote 2).
5Other work by Roemer and coauthors has explored race or xenophobia as cross-cutting dimensions (see Lee & Roemer 2006,
Roemer et al. 2007). For an influential empirical application of Roemer’s model (and related ones), see De La O & Rodden
(2008).
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μ

z = ML

Income

μ

Figure 5
The Roemer (1998) model, step 2: Introducing a religious dimension. The dashed lines indicate the
distribution of income for the voters with median religiosity (z = ML) and its mean µ̄. If s ∗ is small, the
religious issue highly salient, and the condition µ̄ > µ satisfied, then t∗ = (L,R) = (0,0) is possible, i.e.,
both parties propose no redistribution in equilibrium.

dimension is normal and that the median on that dimension is M z. Now consider that for each
value of z there is a distribution of income, which is illustrated in Figure 5 for the median cohort of
religious preferences, YM (the distribution indicated by dashed lines). The mean of that distribution
is µ̄, as distinct from the mean, µ, of the overall distribution (solid line). Roemer now shows that
if uncertainty is sufficiently low and the salience of the religious dimension is sufficiently high,
then the parties will converge on a position close to the preferred position of the voters with M z,
the median in the z distribution. The intuition is very simple: If religion is highly salient, parties
must appeal to the median religious voter to have a chance of winning and implementing their
preferred economic policy.

With these assumptions, if one party picks a position first and the other follows, Roemer proves
that there exists an equilibrium (called a Stackelberg equilibrium) where both parties also adopt
the preferred tax rate of M z.6 What this tax rate is depends entirely on whether the mean income
of the median cohort, µ̄, is higher or lower than the mean income of the population, µ. This
is of course the same logic as in step 1, above, and we already know from that step that those
with incomes above the mean prefer zero taxation. In general, as the salience of religion rises, the
probability that t = 0 is the optimal strategy rises as long as the “starred” condition (marked by
an asterisk in Roemer’s article) that µ̄ > µ is satisfied (Theorem 5.1, Roemer 1998, p. 409). The
result is summarized in Figure 5.

The notion that both parties may end up proposing a zero tax rate and no redistribution,
even though at least one party would choose a 100% tax rate with a single economic dimension,
is striking and surprising. But the logic is compelling. Since parties must present a “bundle” of
policies that encompasses both dimensions, if a noneconomic issue is important, parties must take
into account the economic preferences of the median voter on the noneconomic dimension. If

6The finite and fixed sequencing of offers (combined with the two-party assumption) implies that Roemer’s solution is an SIE.
He also offers a different interpretation that does not rely on sequencing but instead relies on a party-internal decision-making
process that requires unanimity between different factions: militants, reformists, and opportunists. Roemer (1998) shows that
this will also produce a stable outcome, which he calls a “political unanimity Nash equilibrium” or PUNE. It is a different
SIE that allows parties to make simultaneous platform announcements, but it does not affect any of the main conclusions.
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Anti-immigration

In
co

m
e

M

Figure 6
Hypothetical relationships between income and positions on a noneconomic issue. The blue line represents
a scenario where highly pro- and anti-immigration voters have low income (versus those with median views
on immigration, indicated by M). In this case, the Roemer (1998) model would predict that introducing
immigration as a cross-cutting issue would reduce redistribution. In contrast, the red line shows a scenario
where the median voter on the immigration dimension has lower income than those on the extremes. In that
case, introducing immigration into the political arena would increase redistribution.

that economic preference is different from the majority’s preference, there is little the majority
can do, since it is split on the noneconomic issue. In other words, cross-cutting issues can divide
a coalition in favor of redistribution and allow nonredistributive policies to win out.

Note, however, that less redistribution does not have to be the implication of introducing a new
dimension. Adding a dimension leads to less redistribution only if the starred condition is satisfied.
Indeed, the result points in the opposite direction if the mean income of the median cohort on
the noneconomic dimension is below the median income, because both parties would adopt a
highly redistributive policy (something usually ignored when Roemer’s model is cited). Figure 6
illustrates the logic, using immigration as a cross-cutting issue. In one case, very pro- and anti-
immigrant voters both have relatively low income—say internationalist communists at one end
and xenophobic low-educated workers at the other—whereas those in the middle have relatively
high income. This case would satisfy Roemer’s starred condition. Introducing immigration as a
cross-cutting issue therefore undermines redistribution, perhaps corresponding to intuitions about
northern Europe. But in the other scenario, those in the middle happen to have low income, making
the issue a source of political influence for the poor. “Left” populism in southern Europe may be
an example.

The fact that a cross-cutting dimension can both increase and decrease redistribution depending
on the empirical relationship between that dimension and income raises questions. Why are class
and other issues are linked as they are, and what is the role of politics in this linkage process?
Roemer’s theory is silent on these issues. It is also silent on the question of what determines the
relative salience of issues. Structuralist approaches going back to Lipset & Rokkan (1967) root
issue linkages and salience in social cleavages, but politicians can and do try to manipulate the
dimensionality of the political space. We discuss this issue in more detail below (see the section
titled Heresthetics and Identity: Riker and the Shayo Model).

TWO UNBUNDLED DIMENSIONS: THE AUSTEN-SMITH &
WALLERSTEIN MODEL

In Roemer’s (1998) model, bundling occurs because there are only two parties and therefore only
two policy bundles. With more than two parties, voters can be offered more combinations of two
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or more issue dimensions. There have been several attempts to model redistribution in multiple
dimensions with multiple parties, but perhaps none better captures the essence of this scenario
than Austen-Smith & Wallerstein’s (2006) model of affirmative action.

Their framework contains an economic model and a political model. We focus on the latter
and only highlight a few key features of the former for background. Affirmative action consists
of reserving a proportion, p, of “good” jobs for a disadvantaged minority, blacks, who are un-
derrepresented in these jobs.7 Good jobs pay a premium wage that is partly a function of higher
productivity and partly a function of union bargaining. Above market-clearing wages could be
justified on other grounds, such as efficiency, but the point is simply to allow affirmative action to
have “bite” by changing the racial composition of good jobs. If markets functioned efficiently and
everyone were paid their marginal productivity, there would be no point to affirmative action.

Now assume that the population consists of low and high skill types, as well as blacks and whites.
For simplicity, also assume that blacks are all low skilled (although Austen-Smith & Wallerstein
allow for a portion of blacks being high skilled). A proportional tax pays for a lump-sum benefit,
subject to a balanced-budget constraint and efficiency costs of taxation, just as in the MRR model.
The resulting policy space is mapped out in Figure 7, which also shows the ideal policies of the
three groups. Blacks want high taxes/redistribution and a strong affirmative action policy, low-
income whites want high taxes but no affirmative action, and high-income whites want neither.8

Austen-Smith & Wallerstein (2006) assume that each group is represented by the equivalent
of a political party (in their case legislative caucuses), which pursues the group interest. No group
has a majority, so the policy outcome is subject to legislative bargaining. Unlike in the Roemer
model, policies are not decided directly by voters (they can do no better than support their own
“party”) but by their representatives bargaining on their behalf.

In predicting the outcome of the legislative bargaining game, it is useful to establish that in the
absence of affirmative action there is a majority for redistribution, just as in the MRR and Roemer
models. In Figure 7, blacks (B) want slightly less redistribution than do low-skilled whites (L)
because affirmative action ensures that they, ex ante, have a better chance of a good job, and
hence higher expected income.9 But without affirmative action, all low-skilled workers converge
to support redistribution, for which there will be a simple majority. This mirrors the conclusion
in both the MRR and Roemer models.

The question is what happens when affirmative action is a salient policy. The problem here is
the same one we encountered in Figure 3 since win sets will be nonempty, rendering equilibria
impossible when decisions are by majority voting and parties are free to make proposals. To get
around this problem, Austen-Smith & Wallerstein build on a very influential model of legislative
politics proposed by Baron & Ferejohn (1989) and generalized by Banks & Duggan (2000).10 In
this model, one party is randomly recognized as the proposer and then makes a take-it-or-leave-it
offer, which other parties can either accept or reject. If the proposal is accepted by one other

7The affirmative action policy is simply a quota that sets the share of minorities in good jobs to a number that is higher than
the actual share, but no higher than the share of minorities in the population. Austen-Smith & Wallerstein (2006) note that
a Supreme Court decision has declared unconstitutional any affirmative action policy that reserves more jobs for a minority
than the share of the minority in the population.
8Note that individuals in this model are simply maximizing net income, so their preferences are not inherently multidimen-
sional. Racism plays no role, for example. Induced preferences are multidimensional, however, because the policy space is
multidimensional.
9Technically, another reason blacks would want less redistribution is that higher taxes and benefits will raise the reservation
wage and hence the bargaining power of unions, which will reduce the number of good jobs.
10Because the solution depends on a particular set of decision-making rules, it is an SIE.
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t

H
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bh

lh

lb

hl

p

α

Continuation 
value for L

Continuation 
value for B

Continuation
value for H

Outcome without 
affirmative action

Figure 7
Equilibria in an unbundled legislative bargaining game with three groups and two dimensions. Adapted from
Austen-Smith & Wallerstein (2006, figure 1). Open circles are the ideal points for L (low-income whites), H
(high-income whites), and B (blacks). The dashed lines are indifference curves for each group, and the solid
lines show the expected value of the game for each group before a group is randomly chosen to make an offer
(called the continuation value). When a group is chosen to make an offer, its optimal strategy is to make the
minimum offer that another group will accept, implying that its offer will lie on the relevant solid line. The
offering group will also pick the point on the solid line that gives it the most utility, i.e., lies tangent to its
indifference curve. For example, if B is chosen to make an offer, it will make an offer to L (at point lb), as this
gives B higher utility than the best acceptable offer to H (hb). By contrast, if L is chosen, it would make an
offer to H (hl ), as this offer provides more utility than an offer to B (lb). The expected outcome of the game is
a weighted average of the feasible outcomes, where the weights are 1/3 for lb and hl, and 1/6 for bh and lh
(the latter because H is indifferent in this example between making an offer to B and to L). This expected
outcome of the game is less redistributive than the outcome without affirmative action.

party, the game ends and the policy is implemented. If the proposal is rejected, the process is
repeated until a proposal is adopted. The take-it-or-leave-it character of the game greatly reduces
the feasible set of outcomes because once an offer is accepted the game ends.

The offer a party is willing to accept depends on the continuation value, which is the expected
value of the game for that party if the offer is rejected and the game starts over. Anticipating the
possibility of rejection, the proposer has an incentive to make an offer that is just good enough
for one other party to accept. We need not go into the details of how to calculate the expected
values—they depend on the shape of the utility functions and discount rates—but it is not hard
to see that the proposer can never be better off by making a proposal that will be rejected than
one that will be accepted. If it was rejected and another party was recognized to make an offer,
that offer would never be better than an offer the first proposer itself could make, and if it was
recognized again, the pie would have been diminished by the discount rate. So the proposer in the
first period makes the offer most beneficial to itself but just attractive enough for another party to
accept, and the game ends.

The logic is illustrated in Figure 7, which shows the continuation value of each of the three
parties, as well as indifference curves for the same parties (dashed curves). For example, if L is
recognized as the proposer, it will maximize its welfare (get closest to its own ideal point) by
proposing a deal to B that leaves B as well off as it would be if it rejected the offer. This is the
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equilibrium called lb. In this example, there are in fact four possible outcomes because if H is the
proposer, it is indifferent between making an offer to B and one to L. In expectation, the outcome
of the game before a proposer has been recognized is a weighted average of the four outcomes
(with weights 1/6, 1/6, 1/3, and 1/3).

It is immediately obvious that this average (or ex ante expected) outcome is less redistributive
than if affirmative action did not exist as a policy. So in an unbundled space, adding a dimension
to the Austen-Smith & Wallerstein model unambiguously reduces redistribution.

But note that this conclusion depends on the interests of the low-income whites and blacks
being well aligned on the redistributive dimension. As in the Roemer model, both want high
redistribution. If we inserted a middle class with an intermediate skill level and redistribution
preferences, then the party representing this group would be the pivotal voter in legislative bar-
gaining in the case of a single redistributive dimension. Since neither the right nor the left party
could make a proposal to each other that would be better than a proposal targeted to the middle
party, the outcome of take-it-or-leave-it bargaining would be very close to a median voter out-
come. The only deviation from the center’s ideal point would be future discounting, which allows
the left or right to offer something slightly less than the center’s preference if either is picked as
the proposer. Now it is no longer clear that opening up an orthogonal policy dimension would
lead to less redistribution.

Take an example where workers of intermediate skill benefit from legislated job protection,
which is opposed by both the high and low skilled. There is now a possibility that the latter can
form a coalition that excludes the center, which forces the center to find allies. If the unskilled are
closer to the middle, center-left coalitions become feasible and even likely. So whether a second
dimension reduces redistribution in a three-class world does depend on how close the middle
is to the left in terms of economic interests. It is interesting here to bring in the argument by
Lupu & Pontusson (2011) that the skew of the income distribution affects redistribution, because
this is what we would expect in a multidimensional world where the distance between classes
matters.

What can we conclude about the effect of unbundling? Comparing Austen-Smith & Wallerstein
to Roemer, if the condition µ̄ > µ holds in the Roemer model (so that the average income of the
median voter on the noneconomic dimension is higher than the mean), unbundling will always
produce more redistribution because the poor will be in a coalition some of the time, even if
they are divided by religion or race (t = 0 is not an outcome in expectation). But if µ̄ < µ,
then unbundling will likely lead to less redistribution because coalitions that include the rich are
expected some of the time in the unbundled case, whereas the poor always decide policies in the
bundled case. Roemer seems to think µ̄ < µ is unlikely, but it is ultimately an empirical matter
(and in principle testable).

UNCONSTRAINED REDISTRIBUTION: THE IVERSEN &
SOSKICE MODEL

All the models considered so far assume a single dimension of redistribution. This is inherited
from the MRR model and is implied by the assumptions of a flat-rate tax and lump-sum benefit
(plus a balanced-budget constraint). But there is no logical reason that distribution cannot be
targeted to specific groups, which would render the policy space multidimensional. We noted in
the introduction that economic and political conditions in the immediate postwar decades provided
some cover (perhaps just a fig leaf ) for the single-dimension assumption, but it is hardly defensible
anywhere today. The Iversen & Soskice (2006) model is designed to break up distribution into
multiple dimensions while ignoring other dimensions, economic or otherwise.
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Figure 8
Outcomes of dividing revenues with Rubinstein bargaining (a) without non-regressivity and (b) with non-regressivity (or with size of pie
proportional to the excluded group). Shaded areas show how the bargaining space is constrained by the need to satisfy the non-
regressivity constraint (or by the limited income of the excluded party). The red circles represent feasible divisions of the pie as a result
of Rubinstein bargaining. In (a), these fall on the boundary of the triangle and equally divide the pie between two groups (e.g., 1/2 to L
and 1/2 to H at lh) and exclude the third group. In (b), the non-regressivity constraint is imposed, i.e., H cannot have greater net
benefits than M, and M cannot have greater net benefits than L. This constraint leads to parts of the triangle (shaded in gray) being
impermissible allocations. The new feasible allocations are shown in red circles; note that for all except the lm allocation, these lie on
the interior of the triangle and thus guarantee that L and M receive some nonzero payment in all equilibrium allocations. This
restriction also implies that M will never pick H, and L will pick H at most half the time (namely in the case where an LH coalition
satisfies the non-regressivity constraint without allocating anything to M).

In the Iversen & Soskice model there are three classes—low income (L), middle income (M),
and high income (H)—and a pie that has to be divided between the three classes in a manner
very similar to that shown in Figure 3. There is no explicit cost function, but it is assumed that
each class can only be taxed up to a point, called their taxable capacity (which rises with income).
Each class wants to simply maximize their net income (as in MRR), which is market income minus
taxes plus benefits. The space is multidimensional because taxes and benefits can be targeted to
the three groups, producing a two-dimensional space as in Figures 3 and 8.

Iversen & Soskice (2006) consider both a bundled and unbundled case, and they assume that
these are a function of the electoral system and the associated party system. In a majoritarian
two-party system, parties represent L and M or H and M under the assumption that M is divided
across the two parties. The two parties therefore have to present two bundled policy platforms,
yet spending can still be targeted to any of the three groups. This matters because the M voter
is concerned that an LM party will be taken over by L and target everything to L, or that an
MH party will be taken over by H and target everything to H. For this reason, parties have an
incentive to try to reduce the influence of core constituencies by centralizing power to a leader
who is committed to M (called “leadership parties”). But M can never be certain that an M-
leader is in charge, and Iversen & Soskice argue that this gives the MH party an advantage if
broader democratic institutions rule out overtly regressive policies. Specifically, if H cannot re-
ceive greater net benefits than M, and M cannot get more than L—called the non-regressivity
assumption—then M worries that the LM party might take away their benefits while also taxing
them, whereas the worst that can happen under an MH government is that M’s benefits are cut
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while there is an offsetting reduction in taxes.11 In the model, this difference shows up in the form
of MH winning more of the time (although it could also be modeled as the MH party having the
flexibility to pay more attention to its core constituencies12).

In the unbundled proportional representation (PR) multiparty case, each class is represented
by its own party, just as in the Austen-Smith & Wallerstein model. There is no party-internal
conflict and no pressure to win elections, so parties are assumed to be representative in the usual
sense of promoting the interests of their constituencies (they are “representative parties”). No
party has a majority. The situation returns us to Figure 3, where the ideal points for L, M, and
H imply that the entire (pretax) pie goes to that class, and the only feasible outcomes (divisions)
are defined by the triangular sphere.

In the Iversen & Soskice model, the lack of an unconstrained equilibrium is resolved in the
following way. It is assumed that a coalition of two parties forms and that these parties negotiate a
policy that will be implemented by the government. It is natural to think of a coalition government,
but a bargained agreement could also be between a minority one-party government and one of the
two remaining parliamentary support parties. As in the Austen-Smith & Wallerstein model, the
proposer—or formateur—is chosen randomly, but in the Iversen & Soskice model, the formateur
is proposing a coalition and a joint policy is bargained out.

Using a Rubinstein noncooperative alternating offer framework,13 the pie is then evenly split
between the two parties as long as there is no significant first-mover advantage and parties are
equally patient. In general, two parties split the policy differences between them, measured in
utility terms. If we accept the Rubinstein framework for bargaining, there are now only three
feasible outcomes: lm, mh, and lh (see Figure 8a). For each of these bargained outcomes, the
excluded party cannot make an offer in the win set we identified in Figure 3 because the offer
would not be credible. As soon as a member of an existing coalition is pried away, a new bargaining
round ensues where the pie is split. Given the nature of Rubinstein bargaining, any delay is costly
and thus slightly decreases the size of the pie to be reallocated. Therefore, a coalition partner can
never be made better off by switching, and lm, mh, and lh in Figure 8a are all stable equilibria.

Without additional assumptions, each of the three outcomes is equally likely, and the expected
value of the game is therefore 1/3 for each player. In a symmetric game (where all players have
the same probability of being recognized as the formateur), this would also be the expected value
in a Baron & Ferejohn (1989) framework. Also, if the tax is proportional to income, it would be
equivalent (in expectation) to the one-dimensional lump-sum benefits in the MRR model. But
there are strong reasons to believe that the outcome will in fact be more redistributive. There are
two ways to think about this. One is to assume that the non-regressivity assumption again holds
so that the bargaining space is reduced. For example, if an MH coalition must give L as much as
M gets, the outcome is constrained to the three-way division that excludes the light-shaded area

11Non-regressivity is not guaranteed, of course, but in advanced democracies it may be argued to hold because of the collective
action capacity of lower classes, guaranteed by constitutional rights of freedom of speech, assembly, and so on. One might see
this as implied by Acemoglu & Robinson’s (2006) assumption that democracy is a credible commitment to redistribution.
12In Becher’s (2016) model, commitment is endogenous, with left parties facing a stronger incentive to commit than right
parties in majoritarian systems but not in proportional representation systems.
13In Rubinstein bargaining theory (see Rubinstein 1982), one party proposes a division of a fixed pie, which the other party
can either accept or reject. Parties are discounting the future, and time diminishes the size of the pie. Depending on the
“patience” of each party (a lower discount factor means more patience) the first mover proposes a division that makes the
second party just prefer to accept rather than incur the cost of waiting another round by rejecting. If each party is equally
patient and the first-mover advantage is negligible, the equilibrium division of the pie is 1/2. This is the same outcome as in
Nash bargaining theory, but whereas Nash bargaining theory assumes binding contracts, agreements in Rubinstein bargaining
theory are self-enforcing.
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in Figure 8b. This always makes an LM coalition preferable to an MH coalition for M, and the
outcome will therefore be lm if M is the formateur.

If L is the formateur and M needs to be compensated in an LH coalition to satisfy the non-
regressivity constraint (which means that the dark-shaded area in Figure 8b is ruled out), L also
always prefers an LM coalition if it is the formateur; otherwise it would choose M half the time.
Either way, LM coalitions are more frequent than MH coalitions, which is the opposite of the result
for majoritarian systems. Unbundling in the Iversen & Soskice model therefore unambiguously
leads to more redistribution. (The second interpretation is that the pie to be divided is proportional
to the tax capacity of the excluded group, which is always higher for H than for M or L. In this
case, the latter two have an obvious incentive to exclude H.)

What happens if we introduce a noneconomic dimension such as religion into the Iversen
& Soskice model? As in the Austen-Smith & Wallerstein model, the result is ambiguous in the
unbundled case because it depends on the spatial distance between the three groups on the new
dimension. If the interests of L and M are well aligned on the new dimension, their alignment
reinforces the economic incentive to ally. But if M or L are closer to H on the new dimension, say
because of common opposition to immigration, it could undermine the prediction of a center-left
coalition with redistribution. The prediction for unbundling is similar. Unbundling will always
increase redistribution if Roemer’s µ̄ > µ condition holds, but we cannot say for certain without a
specific contextual analysis whether unbundling will increase redistribution if Roemer’s condition
does not hold. Overall, then, the Iversen & Soskice model strongly implies that unbundling
increases redistribution when groups are organized as classes.

RECAP

Figure 9 summarizes the discussion so far. In the simple MRR model, voters are presented with
bundled alternatives on a single constrained redistributive dimension, and with a right-skewed
distribution of income, the model predicts that the median voter will choose redistribution up

(I) Bundled

(II) Unbundled

(III) Bundled

(IV) Unbundled High redistribution

Low redistribution

Single constrained 
redistributive 
dimension (SCRD) 

SCRD plus one 
orthogonal 
dimension

Unconstrained 
redistribution 
(IS model) 

Medium redistribution (MRR model)

Redistribution undermined when 
bottom half divided on second 
dimension (Roemer model)

Same as (I), but less effect of 
second dimension; unbundling is 
“good” (ASW model)

Figure 9
Summary of the effects of multidimensionality and bundling on redistribution. The solid arrows indicate the
models and amount of redistribution implied by the various models discussed in the review. The dashed arrows
note the implications of adding another noneconomic dimension to the Iversen & Soskice (2006) model. Ab-
breviations: IS, Iversen & Soskice; MRR, Meltzer & Richard and Romer; ASW, Austen-Smith & Wallerstein.
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to the point where the benefits to the median voter are outweighed by the efficiency costs of
redistribution.

If we add an orthogonal dimension to this world, redistribution is undermined when voters
in the bottom half of the distribution are divided on the new dimension. This is particularly true
in the bundled case (covered by Roemer’s model) because there is no way for the poor to get
together and defeat the economic interests of the median voter on the noneconomic dimension.
In the unbundled case (covered by the Austen-Smith & Wallerstein model), this is possible at
least some of the time. So while adding a dimension that divides the poor will always reduce
redistribution, the loss is likely to be smaller with unbundling (where “likely” is determined by
the chance that µ̄ > µ).

If we allow targeted taxes and transfers in a three-class world (the Iversen & Soskice model),
the effect of bundling is unambiguously to reduce redistribution, even compared to the MRR
model, as long as redistribution is subject to non-regressivity. Unbundling allows the poor and
the middle to gang up on the rich. Introducing an additional, noneconomic dimension into this
setting returns us to the previous cases (the dashed lines in Figure 9), and the predictions depend
on the extent to which the poor are divided by the new dimension.

HERESTHETICS AND IDENTITY: RIKER AND THE SHAYO MODEL

The Roemer and Austen-Smith & Wallerstein models show the importance of the shape of the
political space in which redistribution takes place: the number of dimensions, the distribution
of voters across these dimensions, and the salience of each dimension. This observation raises
the obvious question of how the space is constructed. What determines whether race or religion
are important in elections? How do people decide whether to vote according to, say, their reli-
gious beliefs or their economic interests? In the case of the Iversen & Soskice model, how are
electoral/party systems chosen in the first place?

These questions echo a long-standing debate in the American literature on the Congress be-
tween, on the one hand, Shepsle and his concept of structure-induced equilibria, and, on the other,
Riker and his idea of heresthetics (Riker 1980, 1986)—a scenario in which political entrepreneurs
try to stake out new dimensions to upset the reigning equilibrium. In an incisive new book, Shepsle
(2017) yields considerable space to Riker by analyzing a number of telling instances where rules
are broken in an effort to shift the status quo in a desired direction. Until now, we have treated
outcomes in all the models as SIEs.

The issue of institutional choice has spun a substantial literature on the historical origins of
institutions (see Boix 1999, Capoccia & Ziblatt 2010, Cusack et al. 2007, Thelen 1999 for different
approaches and debates). This literature speaks most directly to the Iversen & Soskice model and
why some countries have institutions that are conducive to redistribution.

In the cases of the Roemer and Austen-Smith & Wallerstein models, treating outcomes as
SIEs is tenuous because whether voters think of themselves as black or white, religious or not,
etc., and how they decide the salience of different policies, are hard to attribute to any particular
institution. Still, the structuralist European approach to the study of electoral politics, rooted in
Lipset & Rokkan’s (1967) classic piece, point to stable social divisions that may substitute for
institutions. This approach also invites historical analysis and is exemplified by Esping-Andersen’s
(1990) classic book on the three worlds of welfare capitalism, with more recent and distinct
contributions by Kalyvas (1996) and Manow & Van Kersbergen (2009) (see also Kitschelt 1992
on Eastern Europe).

More in keeping with Riker’s critique, an alternative approach is to see politicians as strate-
gically staking out new dimensions and altering the salience of existing ones in a manner that
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produces partisan advantages. An early attempt along these lines in the Europeanist literature
is Budge & Farlie’s (1983) “selective emphasis” model of elections, where parties “own” differ-
ent issues and then try to “define” each election in terms of the issues they own. But the model
does not explain how parties come to own particular issues, nor why voters are swayed to ac-
cept certain issues as particularly salient. Nor does it have anything to say about redistribution
per se.

This is also true of a large and mostly American literature on issue framing (see Chong &
Druckman 2007a for a detailed overview). Experiments have established that people exposed to
different issue frames tend to express divergent opinions (e.g., Nelson et al. 1997), and it is not
hard to see how this could be applied to, say, the salience parameters in the Roemer or Austen-
Smith & Wallerstein model. Indeed, Austen-Smith & Wallerstein (2006) note that affirmative
action was promoted in the Nixon administration to divide the left, and Tavits & Potter (2015)
find that right-wing parties strategically aim to shift attention away from economics to other
issues. Yet, there is no general account in this literature of why particular frames are more likely to
succeed, and evidence shows that exposure to competing frames attenuates framing effects (Chong
& Druckman 2007b).14

A closely related issue is why people identify with particular groups. Among the wide-ranging
literature of identity politics (reviewed by Chandra 2006, McClain et al. 2009, Monroe et al. 2000,
and others) we draw attention to one influential piece by Shayo (2009) because it is explicitly
concerned with redistribution and because the argument is formalized. In the Shayo model, people
have multiple potential identities—they can think of themselves as working class, white, American,
and so on—and their identity determines preferences over redistribution. Specifically, the model
assumes that people can think of themselves either as belonging to a particular economic class or
as belonging to a particular nation. The salience of the competing identities is then determinative
of preferences. The innovation of Shayo’s model is to demonstrate how identities can emerge
endogenously as part of an equilibrium where everyone behaves according to their identity and
affirms the identity of others.15

Redistributive preferences induced by class identity are straightforward because Shayo, like
Roemer and Austen-Smith & Wallerstein, simply adopts the MRR model in which the median
voter has income below the mean (i.e., is “poor”) and prefers high redistribution. Identifying as
poor comes at a cost, however, because being poor has low status. Identifying with the nation, on
the other hand, confers status that is linked to the overall wealth and power of the nation. A poor
voter can therefore lift herself up in terms of her subjective sense of status by identifying with the
nation, and since poorer people have more to gain from this identity than rich people, they are
more inclined to do so.

To understand the possibility of equilibria, note that if the poor majority identifies with their
class, the result is redistribution. Consequently, the income of the poor rises and so does their
subjective sense of status. As the status loss from identifying with the poor falls and the direct
material benefits from redistribution rise, an equilibrium emerges featuring class identification and
high redistribution. Alternatively, the poor can identify with the nation and oppose redistribution
as a way to maximize average income (because of lower efficiency costs) and hence the status of
the nation. This leads to a nationalist, low-redistribution equilibrium.

14Przeworski & Sprague (1988) imply that voters tend to abandon their class identities when parties move to the center, but
this is assumed rather than modeled.
15Shayo calls this the social identity equilibrium, or SIE, but we avoid that term here so as not to confuse it with Shepsle’s
SIEs.
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Figure 10
Two equilibria in a model with endogenous identity. The vertical dimension represents the status
differential of identifying with one’s nation versus one’s class. Above a certain threshold, indicated by the
dashed horizontal line and determined by other parameters in the model, the utility gain in status achieved
by identifying with the nation exceeds the loss in income, whereas below the threshold, the gain in income
exceeds the gain in status. The downward-sloping lines (blue and orange) indicate two different economies
and show how the status differential varies with the tax rate. The blue line represents a scenario where
multiple equilibria exist; there is a low-tax equilibrium (Eq. 1) where national identity dominates and a
high-tax equilibrium (Eq. 2) where class dominates. By contrast, the dashed orange line shows a scenario
where a nation-identity-based equilibrium is not possible and the only equilibrium (Eq. 3) is one based on
class (and with a high tax rate).

The two equilibria are illustrated in Figure 10 (adopted from Shayo 2009, figure 2). The
downward-sloping lines show that when the tax rate (measured on the x-axis) rises, the status gain
of identifying with the nation declines (because the poor have higher income). The equilibrium
where the national identity dominates is shown by Eq. 1 and the equilibrium where the class
identity dominates by Eq. 2.

As suggested by Eq. 3 in Figure 10, it is possible to have a single equilibrium. In this example,
there are low efficiency losses from taxation, which means that income can be redistributed without
much affecting average income. This implies a small trade-off between class and national status
(the dashed orange line). If there were no efficiency costs at all, the line would be flat and the tax
rate would be 1, with the income of the “poor” equal to the mean income.

Shayo (2009) allows for individuals to feel more or less close to their class or nation (captured
by a Euclidian distance term), but for our purposes, we can think of individuals attaching more
or less subjective importance to the nation or to their class. For example, Hall & Gidron (2017)
have argued that the rise of populism is a response to the decline of status caused by the drop in
income and employment resulting from technological change. Populism invites people affected
by this decline to identify with the nation instead. If a majority does, then Shayo’s model implies
lower taxes and redistribution.

In Shayo’s model, status is induced by income (of the nation or the class), and when coupled
with the MRR assumption of efficiency costs of taxation, it creates a single dimension, which is
represented by either downward-sloping line in Figure 10. But what happens if it is possible to
target status to particular groups? In terms of the Iversen & Soskice (2006) model, it may then be
possible to trade nationalist policies—for instance, immigration controls or protectionism—that
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enhance the poor’s sense of national pride for a smaller piece of the overall pie. If this is correct, the
impact of identity on redistribution introduced by Shayo may occur via two channels: a numeric
channel that changes the majority preference for redistribution in majoritarian systems, and a
bargaining channel that undercuts bargaining power over distribution for groups with nationalist
leanings in PR systems. We treat this as a conjecture.

CONCLUSION

Redistribution in advanced democracies is typically analyzed as a contest for the median voter in a
single dimension. The MRR model is a prominent example. But this approach is no longer tenable,
if it ever was. Not only are nonmaterial issues (re)shaping electoral politics in ways that are likely
to affect redistributive coalitions, but distributive politics itself is inherently multidimensional due
to the possibility of targeting benefits and costs to different groups.

In this article, we have reviewed several influential models that seek to understand redistribu-
tion as a multidimensional game. They come in three main flavors. One retains a more-or-less
redistributive dimension—always in a way very similar to MRR—but adds an orthogonal dimen-
sion (typically, but not necessarily, nonmaterial). It then asks how the politics of redistribution is
affected. When issues are bundled because only two parties compete (the Roemer model), a highly
salient noneconomic dimension can break up a coalition for redistribution by essentially dividing
poor voters on the second dimension and leaving those with higher income in political control.
Unbundling does not necessarily solve this problem because the second dimension may allow for
less redistributive coalitions that leave out a portion of the poor (while benefiting the included
poor on the second dimension). This is the Austen-Smith & Wallerstein model. While exceptions
are possible, the general conclusion of these models is that increasing the dimensionality of the
political space from one to several undermines redistribution.

The second flavor is represented by the Iversen & Soskice model. Here politics is all distributive,
but the space is not constrained to a single dimension because benefits and taxes can be targeted.
The key question is how bundling—represented by the distinction between two-party majoritarian
and three-party PR systems—affects redistribution. The answer is clear: bundling undermines
redistribution. Yet the model does not consider what happens if a third, noneconomic, dimension is
introduced. In majoritarian systems, the Roemer result seems likely to apply, but the PR case is less
clear. If the poor, or some portion of the poor, care deeply about a nonmaterial issue, an intuition
would be that this focus undermines their bargaining power, or that new feasible coalitions can
emerge that pay less attention to redistribution (as in the Austen-Smith & Wallerstein model).
But this intuition needs to be backed up by an actual model.

Finally, the Shayo model addresses an issue that is left outside the other models: how voters
form preferences over outcomes, which is equivalent in Shayo’s model to forming particular
identities. A poor individual who identifies with her class will seek to increase redistribution not
only to maximize material welfare but to raise the status of her class. If other poor do the same, a
majority will promote redistribution and class status, making it more attractive to identify as poor.
This can be an equilibrium. Another equilibrium, however, is to identify with the nation, where a
higher average income yields more status than identifying with the poor. Because taxation carries
efficiency costs and undermines income (as in MRR), taxes and redistribution are lower when the
poor identify with the nation, and this in turn entrenches their identifying with the nation.

Unlike the results of the other models, Shayo’s results rely not only on structure (although there
is plenty of that) to induce equilibria, but also endogenous preferences. In that sense, outcomes
in Shayo’s model are preference-induced equilibria (PIEs). Yet, the model does not explain why
countries end up in one equilibrium rather than another, except to invoke the possibility that, say,
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high inequality makes feasible only one equilibrium, in which case it is a pure SIE. Where there
are multiple equilibria, the model suffers from the same limitation as the other models, identified
long ago by Riker (1980, 1986), namely that the outcome must in some sense be constructed.
This is true whether an equilibrium is supported by institutions (as in Iversen & Soskice), or the
salience of particular cleavages (as in Roemer or Austen-Smith & Wallerstein).

In this sense, key “political” questions have been resolved before these models start—parties
have been formed and the relevant parameters (e.g., the salience of the nonredistributive di-
mension) have been fixed. These models explain how, under a fixed set of political-institutional
conditions, we would expect voters and parties to behave. But the models discussed here leave open
questions as to the independent role of political entrepreneurs and political mobilization, e.g., the
effects of politicians attempting to manipulate the salience of religion, race, or nationalism. At the
same time, it would be hard to understand such manipulation without an account of the likely
consequences. This invites dialogue with literatures that often shun formal modeling and thus are
typically ignored by political economists, and vice versa. In our view, these are complementary
projects.
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