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Abstract

This paper tries to understand the workings of economies in which an (endogenous) sub-

set of voters support certain (“tribal”) candidates regardless of their policies; and politicians

choose whether or not to run on a tribal ticket. Two political regimes emerge. Non-tribal pol-

itics is characterized by centrist policies. Tribal politics produces extreme policies, typically

from the right, despite the fact that the tribal base is from the lower middle class. Allowing

policy in one period to determine the income distribution in the next, the economy either

converges to a steady state or cycles between tribal and non-tribal regimes, depending on

the vote share of the minority group, the scope for redistributive policy, and the salience of

inter-group disparities.
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1 Introduction

What Brexiteers, Catalan separatists, Russian nationalists and Islamic fundamental-
ists all have in common is that their politics are all about identity. India’s Modi and
Israel’s Netanyahu have both found political profit in pitting one local identity against
another. And what is the massive backlash against immigration if not the assertion of
one identity over another?

–Andrés Velasco (2020)

The resurgence of tribal politics in recent years appears to shape a wide range of policies,

from immigration and international trade, to income redistribution, the rule of law, and even

the responses to a pandemic and to climate change. But how does tribal politics work? Our

main departure from conventional political economy models is the existence of a set of voters

whose overriding concern is “who is with us and who is against us” and who support candi-

dates representing their ethnic, religious, or national group whatever the policy they promote.

Building on insights from identity economics, we argue that this set is endogenous. Depending

on the state of the economy, two classes of political regimes can emerge: tribal and non-tribal.

Non-tribal regimes are characterized by centrist policies, catering to the median voter in society

as a whole, whereas tribal regimes are typically characterized by more extreme policies. How-

ever, despite the fact that the tribal vote base tends to come from the middle and lower ranks of

the socioeconomic distribution, policy in tribal regimes is generically (though not always) from

the right, catering to the better-off segments of the majority group, and effectively ignoring the

distribution of preferences among the minority group.

The conditions for the emergence of tribal politics include three sets of factors. First, “eco-

nomic” factors that affect the distribution of income or socioeconomic status, and in particular

the concentration of voters in the lower-middle parts of the distribution of the majority group.

Second, “cultural” factors, specifically the salience of inter-group cleavages in society. Third, in-

stitutional and demographic factors, specifically the share of the minority group in the popula-

tion that is eligible to vote. These forces interact with each other in concrete ways. An economic

shock has different implications depending on the salience of, say, inter-ethnic differences and

tensions. And a xenophobic message is more likely to have political impact when a larger share

of the majority is concentrated at the lower rungs of the income distribution.

All three factors can be endogenous to policy (and possibly to political rhetoric). Analytically,

the most intricate is the distribution of income-related attributes, whose dynamics we analyze

at some detail. In particular, we consider a dynamic model in which voters at each period de-

termine the distribution for the next period from a three-parameter family of distributions and

subject to a resource constraint. This endogenously divides the electorate into three classes,

based on the type of distributions that maximize their material welfare.

We find that the policy chosen during periods of non-tribal politics is the one that is preferred

by the middle class. However, if there are sufficiently many tribal voters, the economy enters a
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period of tribal politics, and the policy chosen could be the one that is preferred by the rich, the

middle class or even the poor for some parameter values. Over time, the system can converge

to a steady state or cycle between different distributions and between periods of tribal and non-

tribal politics. We systematically classify all possible asymptotic behaviors as a function of the

fundamentals of the economy. We also find that for some parameter values the system exhibits

hysteresis, that is, the asymptotic behavior depends on the initial conditions chosen.

The analysis of the dynamic model illustrates how tribal politics can sow the seeds of its own

undoing: tribal politics typically caters to voters who prefer higher inequality, which can in turn

deplete the set of tribal voters. Therefore, tribalism is more likely to end itself the more public

policy is effective in changing the distribution of socioeconomic status.

The paper builds on—and helps tie together—a wealth of recent empirical work on the rise

of identity politics, populism, polarization, and social identity. For reviews, see Guriev and Pa-

paioannou (2020); Iyengar et al. (2019); Noury and Roland (2020); Shayo (2020). Recent theo-

retical contributions include Bernhardt et al. (2020); Besley and Persson (2019); Gennaioli and

Tabellini (2019); Grossman and Helpman (2020). The existence of voters who support their party

independently of issue preferences has also been extensively studied. See Green et al. 2002;

Huddy et al. 2015.1 We discuss relevant findings from these literatures in relation to the concrete

assumptions and results of the model. Note that while our analysis pertains to the study of pop-

ulism, our focus here is on the tribal nature of politics and on equilibrium policies, and less on

the anti-elite rhetoric that is typical of many populist leaders.

2 Baseline Model

Consider an economy with a continuum of agents and two groups or tribes (e.g. ethnic groups).

Each agent i belongs to either the majority group, M , or the minority group, m. Agent i’s group

is denoted gi ∈ {M,m}. We abstract from the possible endogeneity of the franchise and assume

that the ratio between the sizes of the minority and the majority in the voting population is

η < 1. Each agent i is endowed with an attribute yi, representing a desirable feature such as

socioeconomic status, productivity, or income. Within each group g ∈ {M,m}, yi is distributed

according to a continuous CDF Fg with PDF fg. The attribute yi induces policy preferences over

some policy space X. For now, assume that the policy space is continuous and unidimensional

(section 4 analyzes a multi-dimensional policy space), and that i’s ideal policy is a monotonic

function of yi. Without loss of generality, we can then set i’s ideal policy to be equal to yi. Finally,

i’s “material payoff” from policy x is πi(x) = − (x− yi)2. We shall sometimes refer to x as the

“economic policy”: we think of it as any policy that directly affects socio-economic variables.

1As Huddy et al. (2015) point out, the view of partisanship as an identity rather than as an instrument can account
for the stability of partisan attachments, their relative immunity to short-term economic and political fluctuations,
the influence of partisanship on vote choice independently of issue preferences, and the power of partisan elites to
influence rank-and-file partisan opinion, evidence of which is difficult to reconcile with the instrumental model (see
Huddy et al. 2015 for references).
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2.1 Tribal politics

Political candidates can come from any tribe. A candidate c commits to a policy pair {xc, Ic}.
The first argument xc ∈ X is directly related to voters’ material payoff.2 The second argument,

Ic ∈ {0, 1}, represents the candidate’s stance regarding their tribal affiliation. We call candidates

with Ic = 1 “tribal candidates.” We can think of Ic as being purely rhetorical: Employing “us

against them” terminology and portraying oneself as the group’s defender against outsiders. But

it may also represent policies that, while having little direct effect on one’s personal economic

condition, may affect the perceived honor and recognition accorded to the group (respecting

our group’s traditions, honoring our flag, controlling our borders).

The key feature of tribal politics is the existence of individuals whose political behavior is

primarily driven by loyalty to their group: They vote for their tribe regardless of economic policy.

Some of these voters might be willing to “swallow” economic policies (or candidates) they oth-

erwise dislike, in order to support their group against the out-group. Others might adjust their

attitudes and policy preferences to match those of their tribe’s candidate (on this phenomenon

see Cohen 2003; Druckman et al. 2013; Petersen et al. 2013; Christenson and Kriner 2017; Bis-

gaard and Slothuus 2020). Either way, they vote for the tribal candidate.3 To make this feature as

stark as possible, we make the following assumption.

Assumption 1. Agents who identify with their tribe always vote for a tribal candidate from their

group whenever such a candidate exists. If there is more than one tribal candidate from their

group, they randomize between them.

Below we exploit insights from identity economics to characterize those agents who choose

to identify with their tribe. For now notice that to the extent that such agents exist, this generates

an incentive for politicians to play the identity card. Such a move, however, entails an important

tradeoff: by adopting a tribal stance you gain the votes of your tribal supporters, but you lose

those of the other group. Formally:

Assumption 2. An agent from group g never votes for a candidate from group g′ 6= g if that can-

didate is tribal (i.e. if c ∈ g′ and Ic = 1).

Assumptions 1-2 can be jointly interpreted as follows: people from g who identify with their

group primarily care about Ig, and will always support a candidate from g that promotes it. On

the other hand, voters from g′ are harmed, alienated, or offended by Ig, and therefore never

support candidates who promote it.

Agents vote for the candidate whose policy maximizes their material payoffs, subject to As-

sumptions 1-2, with ties broken randomly.

2In the dynamic analysis (section 4) we explicitly restrict the set of economic policies to those that candidates can
credibly commit to. For the baseline case this does not meaningfully affect the analysis, hence we allow candidates
to commit to any policy in X.

3This is an extreme variant of social identification as defined by Shayo (2009): When it comes to voting, the main
thing that matters is that your group wins and that you behave like the prototypical member of your group.
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2.2 Identity

While it is well established that humans have a strong tendency to associate themselves with

groups, individuals do not identify with a group simply because they belong to it. People are

more likely to identify with their group if it provides them with a sense of pride or “status”, and if

it is perceived as similar to them along a set of salient attributes (see Shayo 2020 for a review of

the evidence). Agents in our model have two attributes: their socioeconomic status or income

yi, and their group membership gi. Let ŷg be some statistic which describes the typical or central

value in group g, e.g. its mean, median or mode. We make ŷg more explicit in the dynamic

analysis, but for now we only assume ŷg is strictly in the interior of the support of yi in group g.

We assume the status of group g to be simply ŷg. The perceived distance between agent i and

group g is given by

di,g = ω · 1 (g 6= gi) + (1− ω) (yi − ŷg)2 (1)

where the weight parameter ω ∈ [0, 1] captures the (potentially endogenous) salience of distinc-

tive group attributes such as mother-tongue, religion, or skin color relative to socioeconomic

differences. The value for agent i of identifying with group g is then

Vig = ŷg − αdi,g (2)

where α > 0. In words, individuals take pride in seeing themselves as members of a high-status

group, but pay a dissonance cost for identifying with a group of people that are very different

from them.

We assume that each agent i either identifies with their tribe gi, or they can simply identify

as i. The latter case can be interpreted as identifying with a narrow set of agents that have the

same traits as i (i.e. your immediate social group). Alternatively, it can be interpreted as having

an individualistic identity, therefore caring only about one’s personal payoffs and status. We

simply refer to these agents as “non-tribal”. From equations 1 and 2 we have:

Vig =

ŷgi − α(1− ω) (yi − ŷgi)
2 if g = gi (tribal)

yi if g = i (non-tribal)
. (3)

Note that identifying with oneself entails no cognitive cost (dii = 0), and the status of non-tribal

agents is simply their individual status yi.

Finally, we assume that agents choose the identity with a higher value. Specifically, agent i

identifies with group gi if and only if Vigi ≥ Vii. While identity choices may not be conscious

and deliberate, we employ an optimization assumption to capture the idea that people are more

likely to identify with those groups that give them higher status and that are more similar to

them. See Atkin et al. (Forthcoming); Grossman and Helpman (2020); Shayo (2020).

For simplicity we ignore non-socioeconomic drivers of group status. It is straightforward,

however, to see how adding an exogenous shifter to group status would expand or shrink the set
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of tribal voters. For instance, a group with a high status due to its glorious past (or some other

factor not captured by its socioeconomic characteristics), might attract members with high yi or

with yi quite different from the typical member of their group. The qualitative results, however,

would be similar, except for the case where the majority group’s status is so high that everyone in

the majority is tribal. In this case, the winning policy would not be unique: any arbitrary whim

of the tribal politician can be supported.

3 Static Analysis

We concentrate on the triple (c, Ic, xc) which is a Condorcet winner, if one exists. That is, we

are looking for elements in the core of the simple majority voting rule. Specifically, we look for

the combination of candidate c, tribal stance Ic, and policy xc, that would receive at least half

the votes in a two-candidate election against any other combination (c′, I ′c′ , x′c′). This allows us

to abstract from the specifics of the political process within and across parties, and focus on

characterizing the political regime that is likely to emerge given the state of the economy.

Denote the set of tribal voters in group g by Γg. Furthermore let ω̃ ≡ 1
α(1−ω) be the “effective

salience” of the tribal identity: it is increasing in the salience of the tribal attributes and decreas-

ing in the dissonance cost α of identifying with dissimilar others. Theorem 1 characterizes the

conditions for tribal vs. non-tribal politics, and the nature of policy in the two regimes.

Theorem 1.

1. If FM (ŷM )− FM (ŷM − ω̃) ≥ η then a Condorcet winner (c∗, I∗c∗ , x∗c∗) exists. Furthermore,

(a) c∗ ∈M (the winner is from the majority group);

(b) I∗c∗ = 1 (the winner is a tribal candidate);

(c) x∗c∗ = med {yi|i ∈M \ ΓM} (the winning policy is the ideal policy of the median non-

tribal member of the majority group).

2. If FM (ŷM )− FM (ŷM − ω̃) < η then a Condorcet winner may or may not exist, depending on

the distributions. For any Condorcet winner (c∗, I∗c∗ , x∗c∗):

(a) I∗c∗ = 0 (any Condorcet winner is non-tribal);

(b) x∗c∗ = med{yi} (the winning policy is the ideal policy of the median voter in the popu-

lation).

Below we discuss the intuition for these results, and show how they can help explain estab-

lished empirical patterns. All proofs are in the appendix. The proof also provides the conditions

on FM , Fm and η such that a Condorcet winner exists in part 2 of the theorem. Appendix B also

shows that for the cases in which a Condorcet winner does not exist, the non-tribal candidate

proposing the median voter’s preferred policy is the unique winner of a simple two-stage game.
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3.1 The conditions for tribal politics

Start with the set of tribal voters. Agents with high socioeconomic status (yi > ŷg) have little

to gain from adopting a tribal identity: it does not enhance their status and entails some disso-

nance cost. At the same time, people very distant from their group’s prototype—possibly includ-

ing the “very poor”—may not identify with it either. This can happen if the effective salience ω̃

of the tribal identity is low, since in this case the status gain may not offset the added dissonance

cost. Thus, the set Γg of tribal voters in group g is its “lower middle class”: a set of people situated

just below g’s typical member. This is illustrated in Figure 1 by the shaded areas in the distri-

butions. Notice that according to this analysis, the tribal voters are not necessarily the poorest

of the poor. Consistent with our model, Gidron and Hall (2020) report that the relationship be-

tween individual economic conditions and voting for the radical right is not monotonic: People

facing the most difficult economic circumstance are most likely to vote for the radical left (con-

sistent with their ideal economic policy), but support for the radical right is strongest among

those whose economic situation is slightly better.

Now, tribal politicians can ensure winning only if Γg is large enough to overcome the loss of

voters from the other group. This requires that the majority’s share of the voting population is

large enough. Therefore, the condition for the emergence of tribal politics is:

Condition 1. FM (ŷM )− FM (ŷM − ω̃)︸ ︷︷ ︸
Share of tribal voters

within majority

≥ η︸︷︷︸
Ratio of minority
to majority voters

The left-hand side of Condition 1 highlights the interaction between two sets of drivers of tribal

politics, sometimes referred to in the literature as “economic” and “cultural” (Noury and Roland,

2020). The first includes changes in FM , the socioeconomic distribution of the majority group.

The second includes changes in ω̃, the effective salience of the tribal identity.

Consider first shocks toFM , that push formerly middle-class occupations into the lower parts

of the distribution. For example, Autor and Dorn (2013) and Goos et al. (2014) argue that falling

costs of offshoring and automating routine tasks have led, in both Europe and the US, to relative

employment declines in occupations at the middle of the skill distribution, and to slower wage

growth in these occupations. The expansion of international trade has also contributed to the

decline in manufacturing employment and to lower incomes for affected workers (Autor et al.,

2013; Pierce and Schott, 2016; Caliendo et al., 2019). In turn, these shocks are associated with

increased support for nationalistic or nativist parties and politicians (e.g., Colantone and Stanig,

2018; Autor et al., forthcoming; Dippel et al., forthcoming. See Guriev and Papaioannou, 2020 for

an extensive review). Notice however that according to Condition 1, tribal politics is not driven

by economic hardship per se, but rather by the relative position of members of the majority

group, and could thus show up even if the overall economy is doing well.4

4Autor et al. (forthcoming) find that the rightward shifts in ideological affiliation and voting patterns in the US
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Figure 1: Three Condorcet Winners

Right Tribal

Left Tribal

Non-tribal

Right Tribal

Non-tribal

Left Tribal

Note: Non-tribal politics can only emerge when Condition 1 is violated, i.e., FM (ŷM ) − FM (ŷM − ω̃) < η
(the yellow region). Otherwise, we have tribal politics. Right-wing tribal politics emerges if, in addition,
1−FM (ŷM ) > FM (ŷM − ω̃). Left-wing tribal politics emerges if, in addition to Condition 1, FM (ŷM − ω̃) >
1 − FM (ŷM ). The three figures on the right illustrate socioeconomic distributions of the majority group
that support these outcomes, with the tribal voters in the shaded areas.

Second, consider variations in ω̃. These may stem from cultural and historical forces that

affect present-day perceptions of inter-group differences and rivalry (e.g. Voigtländer and Voth

2012; Acharya et al. 2016), sometimes with the help of tribal politicians who stir up old hatreds

or facilitate their expression (e.g. Ochsner and Roesel 2019; Cantoni et al. 2020). But salience

of inter-group rivalry is also affected by contemporary events, policies, and political campaigns.

Perhaps the most conspicuous shocks to ω̃ relate to immigration (Halla et al., 2017; Dustmann

et al., 2019; Tabellini, 2020) and to inter-group conflict (Wilkinson, 2004; Shayo and Zussman,

2011; Iyer and Shrivastava, 2018; Wasow, 2020; Atkin et al., Forthcoming).

due to import competition from China, are more concentrated among or driven by the majority, non-Hispanic whites.
Indeed, in districts with a non-white majority, rising trade exposure was associated with higher odds of electing more
liberal democrats. Gidron and Hall (2017) show that across developed democracies, lower levels of subjective social
status are associated with support for right populist parties. And as Mutz (2018) argues, “status threat, not economic
hardship, explains the 2016 presidential vote.”
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Note the interaction between cultural and economic factors in Condition 1: If ω̃ ≈ 0 then

shocks to the income distribution do not lead to tribal politics. Income shocks can facilitate

tribalism especially in those places where ω̃ is already high. Indeed, Doerr et al. (2018) find that

economic repercussions of the German 1931 banking crisis increased Nazi support especially in

cities with well-established anti-Semitism. Conversely, a local shock to ethnic salience is more

consequential when fM (ŷM − ω̃) is high, that is, when a large part of the majority group is con-

centrated in the lower rungs of society. This might help explain the finding of Funke et al. (2016)

that, between 1870 and 2014, parties on the far right have been the most successful in attracting

voters following financial crises. To the extent that these crises are associated with decline in

economic status among the majority middle class, they should also be associated with a larger

impact of political rhetoric that attributes blame to minorities or foreigners.

A third set of factors contained in Condition 1 includes institutional and demographic deter-

minants of the share of minority voters in the population that is eligible to vote. Tribal politics is

more likely to emerge when the vote share of the minority is low, i.e., when η is small.

In the next section we take η and ω̃ as exogenous, and concentrate on understanding the en-

dogenous evolution of the socioeconomic distribution FM , which is analytically much harder. It

should be clear, however, that tribal candidates of the majority group do better if they succeed

in decreasing η or increasing ω̃. The former might be achieved, for example, by suppressing

minority voting, by facilitating majority voting, or by denying minorities entry or citizenship.

Increasing ω̃ can be achieved by accentuating economic, cultural or social threats from “out-

siders”, and by allowing or even encouraging inter-group conflict. Fighting immigration may be

particularly effective as it can both limit η and increase ω̃. Recalling the discussion in section 2.2,

if perceptions of group status can also be manipulated, then tribal candidates do better if they

manage to increase the perceived status of their group.

We now turn from the conditions for tribal politics, to the nature of policy under the different

regimes.

3.2 Policy

A non-tribal political regime is characterized by centrist policies, coinciding with the material

interests of the median voter in society (Theorem 1, part 2). In contrast, tribal politics can pro-

duce extreme policies, either from the left or, more likely, from the right. The logic is simple but,

we believe, compelling. Since tribal agents vote inelastically for their tribal candidate, a winning

tribal candidate must choose policies that cater to the swing non-tribal voters. Thus, in a tribal

regime, the policy serves the independent voters from the majority group. Typically (though, as

we shall see, not always) this means a policy that serves the better-off segments of society. This

observation can help explain why tribal politicians often seem to pursue policies that are not in

fact supported by their base. For example, nationalistic parties often pursue tax cuts coupled

with reductions in social programs that tend to serve much of their base.

Even when tribal candidates are not Condorcet winners, the second part of Theorem 1 im-

plies that there may be situations in which tribal candidates can propose extremist policies and
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destabilize a non-tribal regime. The precise conditions are provided in the appendix. In essence

what is required is that the majority group includes a large set of tribal voters situated on one

side of the population median, alongside a large enough block of non-tribal voters located on

the opposite side of the population median. By proposing a policy that attracts the extreme non-

tribals (e.g. the right tail in case the block of non-tribals is to the right of the population median),

the tribal candidate can form a non-convex coalition that defeats the non-tribal centrist candi-

date. This coalition, however, is not robust and can be defeated by an even more extreme tribal

candidate. Eventually, the tribal candidate is so extreme that they are defeated by a non-tribal

centrist candidate.

A final implication of Theorem 1 worth noting is that tribal politics renders the distribution of

policy preferences within the minority irrelevant for policy making. Intuitively, in a tribal regime

the minority voters vote for a non-tribal candidate, for a minority tribal candidate, or they do not

vote at all. Thus, when forming policies, the majority tribal candidate ignores the distribution of

policy preferences within the minority. And while other candidates may compete over minority

voters, they do not set the policy.

3.3 Summary

Qualitatively, there are four possible outcomes: a non-tribal regime (with policy coinciding with

the material interests of the median voter); a “right-tribal” regime where policy coincides with

the ideal point of some individual from the right tail of the majority distribution (yi > ŷM ); a

“left-tribal” regime with policy coinciding with the ideal point of someone from the left tail of

the distribution (yi < ŷM − ω̃); and a situation without a Condorcet winner, where majorities

cycle between centrist non-tribal candidates and increasingly-extreme tribal candidates. Figure

1 illustrates the first three. The left panel shows the Condorcet winner that emerges under dif-

ferent parameters and socioeconomic distributions. On the right we illustrate distributions of

the majority group that can sustain each of the possible outcomes, with shaded areas depicting

tribal voters.

Intuitively, if FM is symmetric or right-skewed, then the bulk of the majority’s non-tribal vot-

ers are from the right tail of the distribution (as illustrated in the top two distributions in Figure

1). Now, if ω̃ is sufficiently large (producing a “thick” set of tribal voters), and η is sufficiently low,

then we have tribal politics with policies serving voters from the right tail of the majority distri-

bution. Note also that, unless the minority is relatively rich (i.e., so long as ŷM is not too far below

the population median), we can expect the pivotal voter from the majority group to be relatively

well-off and, importantly, to the right of the population median. Since income distributions are

typically right-skewed, we would expect this to be the generic outcome of tribal politics.

However, if FM is sufficiently left-skewed, as illustrated in the bottom distribution, then the

bulk of non-tribal voters are from the left tail of the distribution. In this case, the policies under

tribal regimes would serve voters from the left-tail of the majority distribution. Thus, we could

have nationalistic leaders that promote redistribution of wealth.
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4 A Dynamic Model of Tribal Politics and Redistribution

While economic shocks to the income distribution of the type discussed in the previous sec-

tion (due to trade and automation) are crucial for understanding tribal politics, endogenous

political developments are also important. In the remainder of the paper we analyze a dynamic

version of our model of tribal politics, in which the winning policy today affects the distribution

in the next period.

For tractability and to make the underlying mechanisms transparent, we shall assume that

status or income in both groups is identically distributed according to a triangular distribution.5

Triangular distributions, as the name implies, are distributions for which the probability density

function is triangular, and therefore are fully described in terms of the location of the minimum

value of the support, a, the length of the support ∆, and the quantile of the mode pc. Figure 3

below provides some examples.6 The PDF is given by:

f(y; a,∆, pc) = 2
∆2


y−a
pc y ∈ [a, a+ ∆pc]
a+∆−y

1−pc y ∈ [a+ ∆pc, a+ ∆]

0 otherwise

.

Triangular distributions are useful for our purposes, since they allow for non-zero skewness and

yet are simple enough so that we can obtain analytical results, and transparently explain the

underlying mechanisms.

Let the prototypical member in each group be the individual at the mode, which is the indi-

vidual at quantile pc, and whose income is ŷ = a+ ∆pc. Thus, the tribal-voters in each group are

those whose income is between max {a, a+ ∆pc − ω̃} and a+ ∆pc. The non-tribal voters consist

of the individuals that are to the right of the mode, whose share within the tribe is 1− pc; and the

non-tribal left whose share is:

SL(∆, pc) = pc
(

max
{

0, 1− ω̃

∆pc
})2

. (4)

The share of tribal voters within each group is TV = pc − SL(∆, pc). The mean of a triangular

distribution is given by µ = a+ ∆(1 + pc)/3.

Rather than defining the particulars of the redistribution mechanism, we assume that at each

period the elected government can implement policies that determines the income distribution

for the next period subject to the following constraints:

5The assumption that the majority and minority are identically distributed is needed because a redistribution
scheme that only takes into account the individual’s income (but not one’s group) cannot, in general, keep the dis-
tributions of both tribes triangular. An alternative approach that also allows some tractability is to assume that the
majority’s distribution is triangular and the minority is an atom. This also allows for analysis of how inter-group
inequality interacts with tribal politics. We leave this for future research.

6The standard parameterization of triangular distributions (see, e.g. Kotz and Dorp, 2004), in which the parame-
ters are the values of the support, [a, b], and the location of the mode, c, maps to our parameterization via ∆ = b− a,
and pc = (c− a)/(b− a).
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1. The ranking of individuals is unchanged, i.e. individuals remain at their original quantile

over time.

2. The total (and mean) income remains unchanged.

3. The resulting distribution is triangular (a,∆, pc), with a ≥ 0, ∆ ≥ ∆ > 0, pc ∈
[
pc, pc

]
, and

0 < pc < 1/2 < pc < 1.

Additionally, we assume that

µ >
2− pc

2− pc ·
1 + pc

3 ∆, (5)

which is sufficient to ensure a non-empty core in some situations as we will discuss.

The requirement that the mean and the ranking remain unchanged is sufficient to assure that

such a redistribution can be achieved through a monotonically increasing tax schedule com-

bined with a universal transfer. The restrictions on ∆ and pc should be thought of as constraints

stemming from the fundamentals of the economy and its institutions, that make it infeasible to

implement certain distributions such as perfect equality (∆ = 0) or extremely skewed distribu-

tions (e.g. pc = 0, i.e. the mode is at the bottom percentile).

4.1 The space of policy alternatives

We restrict attention to policies that are the ideal point of some agent in the economy. One way

to think about this is that the political candidates are themselves citizens, and the only policy

they can credibly commit to is their bliss point (e.g. Besley and Coate, 1997). Therefore, our first

task is to find the optimal distribution that an individual at quantile p will prefer. Formally,

max
a,∆,pc

F−1(p; a,∆, pc) s.t.


a+ ∆

3 (1 + pc) = µ

∆ ≥ ∆, a ≥ 0
pc ∈

[
pc, pc

]
 , (6)

where F−1(p; a,∆, pc) is the inverse CDF of a triangular distribution with parameters (a,∆, pc),

and the first constraint says that mean (or equivalently total) income is fixed. The inverse CDF,

i.e. the income of an individual at quantile p, is given by

F−1(p; a,∆, pc) = a+ ∆

1−
√

(1− p)(1− pc) 0 ≤ pc ≤ p ≤ 1
√
ppc 0 ≤ p ≤ pc ≤ 1

.

The solution to the problem is described by the following theorem:

Theorem 2. There exist two constants 0 < pP < 1/2 < pR < 1, which depend on
(
pc, pc

)
, and

divide individuals into three classes, such that the solution to (6), i.e. the optimal distribution

(a∗,∆∗, pc∗) chosen by an individual at quantile p, is as follows:

• All individuals with p ∈ (pR, 1] (hence, the “rich”) choose a∗ = 0, pc = pc, and ∆∗ = 3µ/(1 +
pc). That is, set a and pc to their minimal value and ∆ to its maximal value.
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• All individuals with p ∈ (pP , pR) (hence, the “middle-class”) choose a∗ = 0, pc = pc, and

∆∗ = 3µ/(1 + pc). That is, set a to its minimal value, pc to its maximal value, and ∆ to its

maximal value given pc∗ = pc.

• Individuals with p ∈ [0, pP ) (hence, the “poor”) choose pc = min
{
pc,max

{
pc, 9

4p
}}

, a∗ =
µ − ∆(1 + pc∗)/3, and ∆∗ = ∆. That is, set ∆ to its minimal value, pc to 9

4p or the closest

allowed value, and a to its maximal value given pc∗.

The (compact) set of feasible solutions implied by the constraints is plotted in Figure 2, which

also shows the bliss points of the three endogenous classes. The bliss point of the rich is marked

R∗, and that of the middle class is marked M∗. The bliss point of the poor always has ∆ kept at

its minimum, but the ideal pc varies as a function of the individual’s quantile p. To understand

the intuition, note that increasing a acts like a universal transfer: it increases everyone’s income

by the same amount. Increasing ∆, however, increases one’s income by more the higher one’s

quantile is. Finally, increasing pc is more beneficial the closer one’s quantile is to pc (intuitively,

for both the richest and poorest individuals, increasing pc while holding a and ∆ constant makes

no difference). Therefore, there is a hierarchy in how different individuals prioritize using the

resources of the economy to invest in a, pc, and ∆. The rich benefit most from ∆, and therefore

prefer increasing the gap between the richest and poorest individuals to spending any resources

on either a or pc. The middle-class prioritize pc over ∆, and ∆ over a. Finally, poor individuals

do not want any resources spent on ∆, and choose to use the resources on a and pc in some

combination that depends on the individual’s quantile.

In the proof of Theorem 2 we derive explicit expressions for the boundaries between classes:

pP and pR. Since these turn out to be quite cumbersome, we leave them in the appendix. How-

ever, it can be shown that pP ∈ (4/9, 1/2), and pR ∈ (3/5, 7/8), which provides a sense of where

these classes are located. This also implies that the endogenous middle class always includes

the voter with median income.

We refer to the bliss point of the voter at quantile p by (a∗,∆∗, pc∗)(p), and also introduce the

following shorthand notation:

(a∗,∆∗, pc∗)(p) =


P ∗(p) p ∈

[
0, pP

)
M∗ p ∈

(
pP , pR

)
R∗ p ∈

(
pR, 1

] ,

i.e. R∗ is the preferred distribution of the rich voters, namely those with p > pR; M∗ is the

preferred distribution of the middle class, and P ∗(p) is the preferred distribution of a poor voter

in quantile p.7

Figure 3 plots the ideal probability density functions P ∗(0.2),P ∗(0.4), M∗, and R∗ for some

7The individuals at p = pP are exactly indifferent between P ∗(4/9) and M∗, and, similarly, the ones at p = pR

between M∗and R∗. However, since these are sets of zero measure, whichever methods they use to break ties is
inconsequential to our analysis.
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Figure 2: The Policy Space

Note: The constraints in (6) generate the compact set depicted above in the (pc,∆) plane. Red circles mark
the bliss points of the rich (R∗), and the middle class (M∗). The poor’s bliss points are along the ∆ = ∆
line, and the red points mark the two extreme cases P ∗(0) and P ∗(pP ).

particular choice of parameters. The poor prefer a distribution with the lowest possible dispari-

ties between rich and poor (low ∆), but they differ in the precise shape of their ideal distribution.

The poorer of the poor want a distribution with a relatively high minimal income (a), whereas

those who are somewhat better-off (at the 40th percentile in this example), prefer a distribution

with more people close to the top, at the cost of a somewhat lower minimal income. In contrast,

both the rich and the middle-class prefer to keep the poorest individual at the lowest possible

value a = 0. However, while the middle-class prefer a distribution with relatively small dispari-

ties and a large mass close the top of the distribution, the rich prefer a distribution that is highly

skewed to the right.

It is worth noting that while we derive this form of inter-class conflict of interests from the

analysis of triangular distributions, it is probably much more general. For example, think of a

as a direct transfer to households, and interpret a policy that increases pc as an improvement

to a public service that individuals who are higher up the social ladder are better able to take

advantage of (e.g., education). The poor don’t stand to gain enough from the public service, so
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Figure 3: Optimal Distributions
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Note: Probability density functions for the preferred distributions of individuals at quantiles: 0.2, 0.4, 0.6
and 0.8. The parameters are ∆=1,

[
pc, pc

]
=[0.2, 0.8],µ = 1.

they prefer the transfer. The middle-class and rich stand to gain most from the program, but

only the middle-class support it, because the rich expect to bear too much of the cost.

The fact that the very poor and the rich share an interest in low pc may in general lead to an

empty core under simple majority voting. It is also the case that the preferences of the rich and

of some of the middle-class are not single peaked. However we do have the following two results

which allow for the existence of a non-empty core under fairly broad conditions.

Lemma 1. Single-Peakedness of the poor’s preferences. Define the following order on the set of

policy alternatives: (
P ∗(0), . . . , P ∗(pP ),M∗, R∗

)
.

The preferences of any poor voter p ∈ (0, pP ) are single-peaked with respect to this order, that is,

(p1 < p2 ≤ p) ∨ (p ≤ p2 < p1) ⇒ F−1 (p; (a∗,∆∗, pc∗)(p2)) > F−1 (p; (a∗,∆∗, pc∗)(p1)) .
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Lemma 2. Non-poor prefer M∗to any ideal policy of the poor. For all voters at quantiles p ∈
(pP , 1], F−1 (p;M∗) > F−1 (p;P ∗(q)) for all q ∈ [0, pP ].

4.2 Dynamics with high effective salience of the tribal identity

Analyzing the dynamics of the model is a matter of determining for each of the possible dis-

tributions whether it leads to tribal politics, and what the electoral outcome is in terms of the

distribution for the next period.

Recall that tribal politics emerges when the mass of majority tribal voters is larger than that of

the minority. Under triangular distributions this means that pc − SL(∆, pc) > η, where, recalling

equation 4, SL is the mass of the non-tribal left, i.e. the voters that are too poor to identify with

the majority group.

During periods of non-tribal politics, Lemmas 1 and 2 together imply a familiar “centrist”

policy. Since pP < 1/2 < pR, the median always belongs to the middle-class, and the chosen

distribution for the next periods will be M∗. The reason is that middle-class voters can form a

majority with the rich to vote for M∗ against any P ∗-type distribution, and with the poor to win

against R∗.

During periods of tribal politics, however, the median non-tribal voter can in principle be-

long to any of the three classes. Furthermore, if this voter belongs to either the rich or the middle

class, then the policy R∗ or M∗, respectively, is the unique Condorcet winner. In contrast, if the

median non-tribal voter during a period of tribal politics belongs to the poor class, then the

fact that the preferences of some of the middle-class and rich voters are not single-peaked over

P ∗-type distributions may generate Condorcet cycles and an empty core.

In the remainder of this subsection, we focus on the case where the effective salience of the

tribal identity, ω̃, is sufficiently high such that SL(∆, pc) < 1 − pc for any distribution (a,∆, pc)
that satisfies the constraints. That is, the non-tribal right is always larger than the non-tribal left.

(We return to the issues that arise when this does not hold in the next subsection). In Table 1 we

fully characterize the asymptotic dynamics of the model as a function of the parameters of the

model, for any initial conditions.

Start by noticing that under the above restriction on ω̃, the only possible policy outcomes are

M∗ and R∗. Hence we can concentrate only on these two distributions. Using Theorem 2 and

equation 4, the share of tribal voters for these distributions is

TV (pc) = pc − SL
( 3µ

1 + pc
, pc
)

= pc − pc
(

max
{

0, 1− ω̃

3µ ·
1 + pc

pc

})2
, (7)

which is a monotonically increasing function of pc. Therefore, we have three possibilities:

(i) η < TV (pc) where politics are tribal under both M∗ and R∗;

(ii) TV (pc) < η < TV (pc) where politics are tribal under M∗, but not under R∗;

(iii) η > TV (pc) where politics are non-tribal under both M∗ and R∗.
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Table 1: Dynamics under large ω̃

η < TV (pc) TV (pc) < η < TV (pc) TV (pc) < η

2pR − 1 < TV (pc) (Tribal, R∗) Cycle:

(Tribal, R∗) /

(Non-tribal, M∗)

(Non-tribal, M∗)

TV (pc) < 2pR − 1 < TV (pc)

Cycle:

(Tribal, M∗) /

(Tribal, R∗)

TV (pc) < 2pR − 1 (Tribal, M∗)

Note: Each box in the table represents the election outcome for the conditions described in the relevant

column and row. A single outcome represents a steady-state, e.g. the top-left entry “(Tribal, R∗)” repre-

sents a steady-state where politics are always tribal and the winning policy is R∗. “Cycle” implies that the

economy fluctuates between the two outcomes in alternating periods, and for each period we detail the

political regime and the election outcome.

Next, notice that during tribal periods, the pivotal voter is at quantile (1 + pc−SL)/2. As a result,

the pivotal voter will be rich if (1 + TV (pc))/2 > pR, and from the middle class otherwise. This

implies three categories, depending on how pR compares with TV (pc) and TV (pc). Intersecting

all of these categories provides a complete characterization of the dynamics, described in Table

1.

The asymptotic dynamics are determined uniquely by η, ω̃/µ, pc, and pc (this follows from

equation 7 and the solution for pR, provided in equation 11 in the appendix). Since we place

no restrictions on the magnitude of distributional changes that can be achieved in any given

period, the system converges to its asymptotic dynamics immediately after the initial period,

regardless of initial conditions. These dynamics are characterized either by a fixed steady-state,

or by a two-period cycle.

The main takeaway from this analysis is that tribal politics can be its own undoing: tribal

politics leads to policies that are skewed toward the rich, which in turn lead to more unequal

distributions. This reduces the mass of individuals that identify with their tribe. This section

shows that whether or not this happens depends strongly on the boundaries, [pc, pc], that is, the

extent to which public policy can affect the skewness of the distribution. Thus, if the cultural,

institutional, and economic fundamentals in society allow the government to quickly increase

inequality (pc is low), then periods of tribal politics are more likely to end quickly.

We can use Table 1 to analyze shocks to the relative share of minority voters (η), to the effec-

tive salience (ω̃), and to the constraints constraints on the skewness of the distribution pc and

pc. In the table, η only enters in the inequalities that determine which column the economy is

in, so changing η will move the economy between the columns while keeping the row fixed. As
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η increases and crosses the thresholds of TV (pc) and TV (pc), the economy moves from tribal

to non-tribal equilibria. This simply reflects the fact that tribalism is more costly the larger the

minority share of the vote.

Turning to the effective salience of tribal identity, note that the expression for TV (pc) is

weakly increasing in ω̃/µ, and is also supermodular as a function of (pc, ω̃/µ). Increasing ω̃/µ has

the effect of increasing TV (pc), and TV (pc), as well as the difference between them. Therefore, if

we begin in one of the equilibria of Table 1, an increase in ω̃/µwill eventually move the economy

up the rows and toward the left column. This reflects the fact that, ceteris paribus, higher salience

means more tribal voters, which makes tribal politics more likely, and also makes it more likely

that the pivotal voter belongs to the rich class during tribal periods.

Finally, increasing pc or pc has two effects: first, it respectively increases TV (pc) or TV (pc), so

just like ω̃/µ it moves the economy toward the left column. However, since pR is a (complicated)

function of pc and pc (see 11), the effect in the direction of the rows is ambiguous. Higher pc

always means more tribal voters, which is similar to the effects of increasing ω̃/µ. However, for

small ω̃/µ, when the marginal effect of pc on TV (pc) is small, the effect on pR dominates.

4.3 Dynamics with low effective salience

In the previous subsection we analyzed the model under the restriction that ω̃ is sufficiently

high, so that there are always more non-tribal voters on the right side of the distribution than on

the left, i.e. 1− pc > SL(∆, pc). When this is not the case, the median non-tribal voter’s quantile

is p̂ = (SL(∆, pc) + 1− pc)/2. As long as p̂ > pP , i.e. the median non-tribal voter does not belong

to the poor class, then we still have a unique Condorcet winner which is now necessarily M∗.

However, if for some distribution we have both tribal-politics

pc − SL(∆, pc) > η, (8)

and a poor median non-tribal voter

1− pc < SL(∆, pc) < 2pP − (1− pc), (9)

then the simple majority voting rule typically has an empty core. To understand why this hap-

pens, recall that P ∗(q) distributions all have ∆∗(q) = ∆, and only differ in that higher q implies

higher pc∗(q) and lower a∗(q), and both functions are piecewise linear in q. For all individuals,

the marginal benefit of increasing a is constant, but the marginal benefit of increasing pc is high-

est for individuals at the quantile p = pc and drops in both directions as we move away from

pc. Consequently, when contemplating two distributions P ∗(q1) and P ∗(q2) with q1 < q2, there is

always a mass of individuals on the right-side of the distribution that prefers P ∗(q1).

Therefore, when both 8 and 9 are satisfied, determining the electoral outcome typically re-

quires making additional assumptions about the nature of the political process. Nonetheless,

even without adding more structure to the voting process, we can analyze particular situations
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where a unique electoral outcome exists despite the lack of single-peakedness, and discuss the

dynamics that can arise in the general case.

In Section 4.2 we found a unique Condorcet winner despite non-single-peaked preferences

by setting ω̃ to be large. Under these conditions, with few non-tribal poor voters, distributions

of type P ∗ become irrelevant, so the fact that some voters have non-single-peaked preferences

over them does not matter. Another way to obtain a unique winner is to effectively exclude the

voters with non-single-peaked preferences. In particular, for distributions with large pc (close to

unity) the share of the non-tribal-right is small, and it is possible to construct examples where

the simple majority rule leads to a unique winner.

By combining large pc with small effective salience we can construct economies in which a

distribution of the type P ∗(p) is a stable steady-state.8 Such economies display a new possible

asymptotic behavior, namely, convergence to a P ∗(p) distribution with 2/9 < p ≤ 4/9. Such

steady-states cannot exist for p < 2/9, since the non-tribal left is no longer a majority in this case

and the outcome should be M∗ or R∗.

We can only enter a P ∗(p) from a state where the poor are a majority, which means either

another P ∗ distribution or M∗, and it must also be the case that politics are tribal in the preced-

ing period. Therefore, overall small effective salience leads to three additional types of possible

dynamics: a steady-state P ∗(p), a cycle of the type M∗ → {P ∗} → M∗, and a cycle of the type

M∗ → {P ∗} → R∗ → M∗. In the cases of cycles, the {P ∗} denotes one or more periods of

different P ∗-type distributions, and politics must be tribal in all periods except perhaps the R∗

period.

Another important difference from the large ω̃ analysis is that we can now have multiple

steady-states and, more generally, the asymptotic dynamics may be history-dependent. 9

5 Conclusions

A key observation of this paper is that tribal politics is closely tied to the shape of the socioeco-

nomic distribution. This is consistent with a series of empirical studies documenting the effects

of distributional changes triggered by trade and automation, on support for nativist politicians.

In a dynamic setting, however, the income distribution is itself the outcome of public policies

chosen in previous periods. As we have seen, allowing for a multi-dimensional policy space en-

dogenously generates a 3-class structure, with inherent conflict of interests between different

social classes. Importantly, as the income distribution changes from period to period, so does

the prototypical tribe-member, and, consequentially, the set of voters who choose to identify

with their tribe.
8For example, consider the parameter values

[
pc, pc

]
= [0.1, 0.9], ∆ = 1,µ = 2, ω̃ = 0.9− 0.3

√
7.9, and η < 0.098.

The distribution P ∗(4/9) is a steady-state for this distribution, that is, it is the unique winner when the distribution
is P ∗(4/9). It wins over M∗ and R∗ since the poor (0.45) form a majority among non-tribal voters (0.89); and it also
wins over P ∗(q) despite the support of the rich and some of the poorest voters.

9For example, for the parameter values if footnote 8, if η > 0.042, then M∗ is also a steady state: due to the larger
∆ of M∗ there are fewer tribal voters, and thus the distribution leads to stable non-tribal politics as in the leftmost
column of table 1.
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One consequence of this conflict of interests is that tribal-politics can, under some circum-

stances, be its own undoing. During periods of tribal-politics, politicians cater their policy to-

ward non-tribal voters. In the typical cases, where the majority of non-tribal voters are on the

upper side of the distribution, this increases inequality. As long as the salience of the tribal cleav-

age is not too high, this eventually leads to fewer voters identifying with their tribe. In the model

this happens in a matter of one period, but it is easy to imagine how this would be a more gradual

process if one assumes that changing the distribution is costly.

Whether or not tribalism ends itself depends on the distributions generated during tribal pe-

riods, which in turn depends on the extent to which policy can influence the distribution (specif-

ically the parameterspc and pc). For example, if the fundamentals of the economy or the strength

of its institutions prevent a “tribal” government from implementing a policy that generates very

high inequality (that is, pc is high), then tribalism is less likely to end.

We also found that a tribal-left steady-state is in principle possible. In such economies the

politicians entice the middle- and high-middle-classes by appealing to their tribal identity, and

apply very egalitarian policies to appeal to the poor. However, this requires a delicate balance of

the parameters. For other parameter values, a non-tribal-left majority will only lead to tempo-

rary redistribution.
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Appendix

A Proof of Theorem 1

From equation 3 we have the set of tribal voters in group g given byΓg ≡ {i|gi = g , yi ∈ [ŷg − ω̃, ŷg]},
where ω̃ ≡ 1

α(1−ω) . Denote ρ = (c, Ic, xc) and similarly ρ∗ = (c∗, I∗c∗ , x∗c∗). Denote the share of the

tribal voters within group g by TVg = Fg(ŷg)−F (ŷg− ω̃). We now prove the two cases separately.

1. AssumeTVM ≥ η, and consider the triplet ρ∗ = (c ∈M, 1, yTV ) where yTV ≡ med {yi|i ∈M \ ΓM}.
By way of contradiction assume that there exists a different triplet ρ′ that wins more than

half of the votes. First, Assumption 2 implies that a tribal candidate c′ from the minority

will get no more than η/(1 + η) < 1
2 of the votes against ρ∗. Next, Assumption 1 implies

that a tribal candidate c′ from the majority will get exactly half of the votes of the tribal

voters in the majority against ρ∗. Now, if x′c′ = x∗c∗ then all participating voters are indiffer-

ent between the two candidates (notice that in this case people from the minority do not

vote). If x′c′ 6= x∗c∗ then by a standard median voter argument c∗ gets more than half the

votes of the non-tribal voters from the majority (notice that since ŷM < max{yi|i ∈ M}
non-tribal majority voters always exist), since preferences over policies are single-peaked.

Last, a non-tribal candidate c′ (from either group) will get at most all the minority group,

and half the non-tribal voters from the majority, i.e., η
1+η + (1−TVM )

2(1+η) . But 2η+(1−TVM )
2(1+η) > 1

2
implies TVM < η, a contradiction.

2. Assume TVM < η, and consider the set R := {ρ|ρ = (c, 0, y50) , c ∈ {M,m}} where we de-

note the population median by y50 := med{yi}. By way of contradiction assume that there

exists ρ′ /∈ R that is a Condorcet winner (CW). First, assume ρ′ = (c′, 1, y′i) with some arbi-

trary y′i, and consider a candidate ρ′′ = (M, 0, y′i). If c′ ∈ m, ρ′′ gets all the votes from the

majority, and wins. If c′ ∈M , then ρ′ gets the tribal voters from the majority, ρ′′ gets all the

voters from the minority, and the independent voters from the majority are equally split

between the two candidates. Since TVM < η, in this case ρ′′ gets more than half the votes,

a contradiction. Now assume ρ′ = (c′, 0, y′i) where y′i 6= med{yi}. A standard median-voter

argument ensures that in this case ρ ∈ Rwins more than half the votes against ρ′, a contra-

diction. Therefore, if a CW exists, it must be some ρ ∈ R. We now describe the conditions

for a CW to exist when TVM < η.

Existence of a Condorcet Winner When TVM < η

Define the share of the majorityλ := 1
η+1 . Consider again a triple ρ ∈ R := {ρ|ρ = (c, 0, y50) , c ∈ {M,m}}.

We are looking for necessary and sufficient conditions for ρ to be a CW. Recqll that by Theorem

1, if a CW exists, then it must be some ρ ∈ R.

First, notice that as noted above, by standard median-voter arguments, any ρ ∈ R gets at least

half the votes against any non-tribal candidate, so we only need to consider tribal opponents.

Moreover, by single-peakedness of preferences, it is sufficient to look at opponents proposing
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policies in an arbitrarily small neighborhood of y50. We start by stating a fact about the distribu-

tion of yi:

Fact. For any distributions of y and anyλ ∈ (0.5, 1), we haveλFM (y50) < 0.5 andλ (1− FM (y50)) <
0.5.

For intuition, notice that it cannot be the case that the share of the whole population on a

segment is smaller than the share of the majority on the same segment.

Denote the set of voters from the majority that are above y50 byM+ := {i|i ∈M,yi > y50}, and

equivalently the set of voters from the majority that are below y50 by M− := {i|i ∈M,yi < y50}.
In general, we need to consider two types of opponents’ policies against ρ ∈ R: tribal candidates

with policies just above (“right tribals”), and just below (“left tribals”) the population median.

Notice that the set of voters for right-tribal opponents is bounded from above byAR := ΓM∪M+,

and similarly, the set of voters for left-tribal opponents is bounded above by AL := ΓM ∪M−.

For convenience, for anyB ⊆M , denote the corresponding share of voters from the majority by

µ (B) =
∫
i∈B dFM (yi). We consider three separate cases.

Case 1: y50 > ŷM . First, consider left-tribal opponents. Notice that in this case we have ΓM ⊂
M− and therefore AL = M−, and so λµ (AL) = λFM (y50) < 0.5, which implies that ρ ∈ R

wins against tribal opponents from the left. For right-tribal opponents, we have ΓM ∩ M+ =
∅, and so λµ (AR) = λ (1− FM (y50) + TVM ). Therefore, since any CW is in R, we must have

λ (1− FM (y50) + TVM ) ≤ 0.5 in order to have a CW. Notice that this condition is both necessary

an sufficient: if it does not hold, i.e., if λ (1− FM (y50) + TVM ) > 0.5 a right-tribal opponent can

choose a policy arbitrarily close to y50 and get more than half the votes against ρ ∈ R.

Also notice that such tribal candidate can be defeated by a tribal candidate that proposes yet

even more extreme policy, e.g., yTV . However, a tribal candidate proposing yTV is defeated by

ρ ∈ R, and therefore we get a Condorcet cycle.

Case 2: y50 < ŷM − ω̃. Just like case 1, we have ΓM ⊂M+ and therefore sinceAR = M+,we have

λµ (AR) = λ (1− FM (y50)) < 0.5, so ρ ∈ R wins against tribal opponents from the right. For left

tribal opponents, we have ΓM ∩M− = ∅, and so λµ (AL) = λ (FM (y50) + TVM ). Therefore we

must have λ (FM (y50) + TVM ) ≤ 0.5 in order to get a CW, and as before the condition is both

necessary and sufficient, with the same Condorcet cycle (albeit in the opposite direction).

Case 3: y50 ∈ [ŷM − ω̃, ŷM ]. Since y50 ∈ [ŷM−ω̃, ŷM ] left tribal opponents get the set of tribal vot-

ers plus all majority voters located to the left of the tribal segment [ŷM − ω̃, ŷM ], i.e., all voters to

the left of ŷM . Similarly, right tribal opponents get the set of tribal voters plus all majority voters

located to the right of the tribal segment, i.e., all voters to the right of ŷM − ω̃. To preclude Con-

dorcet cycles where such triples defeating ρ ∈ R, we must require max {λFM (ŷM ) , λ (1− FM (ŷM − ω̃))} ≤
0.5. As before, this condition is both necessary and sufficient.
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B A Two-Stage Political Competition

In this section we construct a simple game that allows us to characterize the winner even when

a CW does not exist. Consider the following two-stage, two-player game:

• There are two parties, 1 and 2.

• At period 1, parties choose simultaneously a candidate c ∈ {M,m}, and a tribal stance

Ic ∈ {0, 1}.

• At period 2, parties choose simultaneously a policy in X.

• Voters then cast their voters according to the assumptions stated in section 2.

• The payoff is 1 for the party that wins, 0 for the party that loses, and 1
2 for each party if the

votes are equally split.

Proposition 1. In any pure SPE, the equilibrium result is such that:

1. If TVM > η, both parties choose ρ∗ = (c ∈M, 1, yTV ) (i.e., the winner is always a tribal

candidate from the majority offering the policy preferred by the median non-tribal voter

from the majority).

2. If TVM < η, both parties choose (ρ, ρ′), with ρ, ρ′ ∈ R (i.e., the winner is always non-tribal

candidate offering the centrist policy).

3. If TVM = η, any choice in for both parties R ∪ ρ∗ can be a part of a SPE (i.e., the winner

and the policy are undetermined and can be a tribal candidate as in part 1, or a non-tribal

candidate as in part 2).

Proof. The strategy space of each party i is Si = (zi, xi (zj , zi)) where zi ∈ (M,m) × {1, 0}, and

xi ∈ X. As above, we denote the tribal stance of a party by I. First, note that choosing (m, 1) is

never a best response, and so we can WLOG eliminate this strategy from the tree. Second, by a

standard median-voter argument, conditional on zi, zj ,both parties choose the same policy in

the second stage. Specifically, in this modified game tree, in any pure SPE we must have

xi (zj , zi) =

y50 Ii = Ij = 0

yTV otherwise

that is, both parties choose the policy preferred by the pivotal voter. We can therefore restrict

our attention to each party’s first-stage strategy.

The following matrix lists each party’s vote share in the second stage as a function of first-

stage actions:
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1 0

1 1
2 ,

1
2

λTVM + 1
2λ (1− TVM ),

(1− λ) + 1
2λ (1− TVM )

0

(1− λ) +
1
2λ (1− TVM ),
λTVM +

1
2λ (1− TVM )

1
2 ,

1
2

(Notice that we merge {m, 0} and {M, 0} into a single action 0, since both are payoff equiva-

lent.)

We then have the following three obvious conclusions:

1. Assume λTVM > 1 − λ (i.e., TVM > η), then the unique SPE strategy profile is (1, 1). The

policy chosen in this case is yTV .

2. Assume λTVM = 1 − λ (i.e., TVM = η), then any {Ii, Ij} ∈ {1, 0}2 is a SPE. The policy

depends on the equilibrium, but must be either yTV or y50.

3. Assume λTVM > 1 − λ (i.e., TVM < η), then the unique SPE strategy profile is (0, 0). The

policy chosen in this case is y50.

C Proof of Theorem 2

By substituting the constraint a + ∆(1 + pc)/3 = µ into (6), the maximization problem can be

rewritten

Proof.

max
∆,pc

∆ · L(pc, p) s.t.
∆ ≤ ∆ ≤ 3µ/(1 + pc)

pc ∈
[
pc, pc

] ,

where

L(pc, p) = −1 + pc

3 +

1−
√

(1− p)(1− pc) pc ∈ [0, p]
√
ppc pc ∈ [p, 1]

. (10)

The domain of the function L(pc, p) is [pc, pc]⊗ [0, 1], and it is strictly negative for all pc when

p < pP , where pP = (1 + pc)2/(9pc) (see Figure C.1). Since individuals with p < pP always have

L < 0,10 they maximize ∆ · L by choosing ∆ at its minimal value, i.e. ∆ = ∆. These individuals

are thus left with the simple problem of maximizing L(pc, p) over pc ∈ [pc, pc], which is solved by

choosing pc = min
{
pc,max

{
pc, 9

4p
}}

.11 This establishes the result for the “poor” individuals.

10The fact that L < 0 for individuals with p < pP leads to another definition of the poor class: these are the
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Figure C.1: The function L(pc, p) and the optimal choice of pc∗(p).

pP

Notes: The bold red line represents pc∗(p). The function L(pc, p) is positive to the right of the solid thin
blue line, and negative to the left. The class boundary pP = (1 + pc)2/(9pc) is the value of p at which the
blue and the red line cross.

Individuals with p > pP can choose values of pc for which L(pc, p) > 0, which is always

strictly preferred (since ∆ > 0) . This also means that the upper constraint on ∆ will be binding:

∆ = 3µ/(1 + pc). The problem of these individuals can therefore be restated as:

max
pc∈[pc,pc]

L(pc, p)
1 + pc

.

It is straightforward to verify that the expression to be maximized has no local maxima, and

therefore, we are just left to compare the values at the two boundaries: L(pc, p)/(1 + pc) and

individuals whose status will be below average for any allowed redistribution.
11To show this, first note that ∂L(pc, p)/∂pc < 0 for all p < 5/9 and pc < p, next note that L(pc, p)/∂pc is concave

for pc > p, and finally that a local maximum exists at pc = 9p/4.
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L(pc, p)/(1 + pc). Thus, define

H(p) = L(pc, p)
1 + pc

−
L(pc, p)
1 + pc

,

and note that:

• L(pc, pP ) = 0 > L(pc, pP )⇒ H(pP ) > 0.

• H(1) = (1 + pc)−1 − (1 + pc)−1 < 0.
• H ′(p) < 0.

It follows that there exists pR ∈ (pP , 1) such that H(p) > 0 for p ∈ (pP , pR), and H(p) < 0 for

p ∈ (pR, 1]. This proves that pc∗(p) = pc for p ∈ (pP , pR), and p∗c(p) = pc for p ∈ (pR, 1], as needed.

The rest follows from substituting this into the constraints.

Finally, it is not needed for the proof, but the value of pR can be found by solving H(pR) = 0,

and the solution is:

pR =


(

pc(1+pc)
(1+pc)

√
pc−
√

(1−pc)(pc−pc)(1−pcpc)

)2
pc ≥

√
5−4pc−1

2(1−pc)
32−(5−pc)(5−pc)+pc(1−pc)pc(1−pc)−2(1+pc)(1+pc)

√
(1−pc)(1−pc)

(3+pc+pc−pcpc)2 otherwise
. (11)

D Proof of Lemmas 1 and 2

Lemma 1 states the the preferences of the poor are single-peaked.

Proof. Consider a voter at quantile p ∈ (0, pP ), and let q ∈ (0, pP ). From theorem 2 we have that

F−1(p;P ∗(q)) = µ+ ∆L(pc∗(q), p),

where L(pc, p) is as defined in 10. It is straightforward to show that for all p ∈ (0, pP ) the function

L(pc, p) has a unique maximum at pc = 9p/4, and that it is monotonically increasing on [0, 9p/4]
and decreasing on [9p/4, pP ]. Therefore, the preferences of the voter at quantile p are single-

peaked on [0, pP ]. Next, we must show that P ∗(pP ) �p M∗ �p R∗. Since p < pP < 1/2 < pc,

F−1(p;P ∗(pP )) = µ+ ∆
[√

ppc − 1 + pc

3

]
,

F−1(p;M∗) = 3µ
1 + pc

√
ppc,

F−1(p;R∗) = 3µ
1 + pc

1−
√

(1− p)(1− pc) pc ≤ p√
ppc p ≤ pc

.

We calculate

F−1(p;P ∗(pP ))− F−1(p;M∗) =
[
µ−∆1 + pc

3

] [
1− 3

√
ppc

1 + pc

]
> 0,
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where the term in the first bracket is positive due to Assumption 5 on µ, and the second term is

positive for all p < pP = (1− pc)2/(9pc). Also, for p ≤ pc we have F−1(p;M∗) > F−1(p;R∗), since

the function
√
ppc/(1 + pc) is an increasing function of pc ∈ (0, 1). For p ∈ (pc, pP ),

F−1(p;M∗) = 3µ
1 + pc

√
ppc ≥ µ

√
2p,

F−1(p;R∗) = 3µ
1 + pc

(
1−

√
(1− p)(1− pc)

)
≤ 3µ p

1 + p
,

and it is straightforward to show that
√

2p > 3p/(1 + p) for all p < 1/2.

Lemma 2 states that the non-poor prefer M∗ to P ∗(q) for any q ∈ [0, pP ]. This is trivial for the

middle-class, since M∗ is their bliss-point, therefore we must only prove this for the rich.

Proof. Let p ∈ [pR, 1], and note that F−1(p;P ∗(q)) = µ + ∆L(pc∗(q), p). By differentiating L(pc, p)
with respect to its first argument, we find that L(pc∗(q), p) is either decreasing in q for all q ∈
(0, pP ),12 or decreasing in q for q ∈ (0, p − 5/9) and increasing for q ∈ (p − 5/9, pP ).13 In

either cases, L(pc∗(q), p) has no local maxima, so it is sufficient to verify that F−1(p;M∗) >

F−1(p;P ∗(pP )) and F−1(p;M∗) > F−1(p;P ∗(0)).

Proof. Comparing M∗ and P ∗(pP ), we find

F−1(p;M∗)− F−1(p;P ∗(pP )) = L(p, pc)
[ 3µ

1 + pc
−∆

]
> 0,

since for all p > pR, L(p, pc) > 0, and the term in brackets is positive by the assumption on µ. In

order to compare M∗ and P ∗(pP ), define:

G(p) = F−1(p;M∗)− F−1(p;P ∗(0)) = 3µ
1 + pc

L(pc, p)−∆L(pc, p).

The function G(p) is continuously differentiable on p ∈ (pP , 1), and the derivative can only van-

ish for p < pc. However, it is also the case that G′′(p) exists and is negative for p ∈ (1/2, pc),

therefore the minimum of G(p) on p ∈ [pR, 1] must occur at one of the boundaries. We therefore

verify:

G(1) = 2− pc

1 + pc
µ−∆

2− pc

3 > 0,

due to 5. Also, by the definition of pR,

G(pR) = 3µ
1 + pc

L(pc, pR)−∆L(pc, pR) =
[

3µ
1 + pc

−∆
]
L(pc, pR) > 0.

Thus, G(p) > 0, and M∗ �p P ∗(0) as needed.

12This is the case when p ∈ [(4pc + 5)/9, 1].
13This is the case when p ∈ [(4pc + 5)/9, (4pc + 5)/9].
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