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Overview. This is a second graduate course on game theory in political science, with an
emphasis on its application rather than advanced theory. We explore the use of formal, game
theoretic models in the study of politics. The primary purpose of the course is two-fold: (1)
the course will provide students with an understanding of the typical toolkit of formal modelers
that are particularly useful for models of politics; (2) the course will offer selected coverage of
the existing applied formal literature in political science, keeping an eye on how these tools
and techniques can and have been applied to substantive problems in the study of political
phenomena. Throughout the course, the emphasis will be on how to develop, solve, and analyze
interesting models, and prove results.

Formal modeling is re-presentation of complex reality in a stylized form. The process is
not just abstraction of a phenomenon, but creative simplification and theorization as well ar-
gumentation. The clarity, or the logical consistency, of your argument is not the sole purpose
of simplification (as commonly argued); rather, valuable insights are the reason for modeling
(which you may or may not obtain). That is, modeling is art more than science. The scientific
(or procedural) aspect of modeling is easy to teach, but the artistic sense (or skills) of modeling
is less so. While the former will be the focus of this class, I hope to cultivate the latter by
working together with students.

Course structure. The course meets once per week. Since this course is “part theory, part
methods” in nature, it will be “part lecture, part seminar” in format. I will begin each class
session with a lecture on the topic of the week, and replicate the model and the (main) results
step-by-step. We consider the choices that modelers need to make and the set of options that
they have and we review approaches to constructing models and proving results.

Prerequisite/Expectations. Since this class is a follow-on to Ahmer Tarar’s Game Theory
class in the fall semester, the successful completion of his class, or its equivalent, is the prerequi-
site for this course.1Some background in algebra and elementary probability theory is expected.
There will be only a few readings per week, reflecting the fact that students are expected to

1Since Tarar’s game theory class uses Martin Osborne’s An Introduction to Game Theory as its textbook, I
presume the background at the level of this book. Alternatively, the following two textbooks on game theory
are at the (roughly) same level: Nolan McCarty and Adam Meirowitz. 2007. Political Game Theory: An
Introduction. New York: Cambridge University Press; and Robert Gibbons. 1992. Game Theory for Applied
Economists. Princeton: Princeton University Press.
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engage in close reading of a model that we choose, and to be very much in command of every pa-
per. Students may need to spend four to five times as much time on each paper as one would in a
field seminar. Before the class each week, students are expected to write down the formal set-up
of the model, list the assumptions and the notations used, and state (formally) the main results.

Course requirements. The primary goal of the course is to train students in the development
and exposition of their own formal models, in addition to the normal “exposure to the pub-
lished formal models” in the literature. Assignments will come in three forms: (1) homework
assignments (30%); (2) a research paper presenting a formal model (70%); and (3) the use of
scientific editors such as LATEX. The first two assignments must be written using LATEX.

First, there will be three short problem sets to test understanding of new concepts as we
cover them. These will be due in class in Week 4, Week 7, Week 12 (subject to change). Problem
sets will be handed out in class the week before they are due.

Second, over the course of the semester, each student will develop and solve his/her own
model of a strategic interaction in politics. The model will be developed incrementally and made
more complex as the course progresses, with the hope that the final product will be an interesting
and novel contribution. Ideally, this product should contribute to your dissertation project. The
paper should motivate a problem, develop a model and prove propositions, and identify testable
predictions resulting from the model (i.e., empirical implications of your theoretical model). The
paper itself does not have to be the final product to be included in your dissertation or to be
published in a refereed journal; the idea is that the research paper will help you make a good
start on your theoretical investigation. Along the process, students are recommended (but not
required) to replicate and then extend a model drawn from the literature. This model does not
have to be covered in the course. The idea behind the replication/extension is to help students
gain complete mastery of a prominent model in the field of their choice, reproduce the derivation
of the established results, then modify an important assumption and trace the implications of
this modification for the results of the model. There will be several deadlines to turn in work
along the way:

• Week 2: A short discussion paper no more than 3 pages long. This should include an
informal description of the problem being addressed and the basic elements required for the
formal set-up of the (game theoretic) model — i.e., players, actions/strategies, outcomes,
and some consideration of probable preference orderings as well as information and beliefs.

• Week 3: A list of published models that you would like to replicate, build on, and/or
extend for your final project.

• Week 5: Model specification.

• Week 12: Solution (equilibrium analysis).

• Week 14: Interpretation, equilibrium behavior, comparative static hypotheses, welfare
analysis, etc.

• Week 15: Poster presentation in class

Topics and readings (tentative). This is a tentative list and some topics may not be
covered, depending on the students’ interest. How far we get in this semester will depend on
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the students’ interests and backgrounds. The reading list is also tentative and only suggestive,
some readings will be added while others will be dropped after the students submit their list of
models in Week 3.

In addition, the following books will be helpful.

• Nolan McCarty and Adam Meirowitz. 2007. Political Game Theory: An Introduction.
New York: Cambridge University Press.

• William Thomson. 2001. A Guide for the Young Economist: Writing and Speaking
Effectively about Economics. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Week 1 Modeling and Epistemology: Beyond Empiricism
MacDonald (2003); Clarke and Primo (2007); Morton (1999); McCubbins and Thies
(1996)

Week 2 Simultaneous-Move Games: Median Voter Theorem
Black (1948); Hotelling (1929, the second model); Downs (1957, ch. 8)

Week 3 Dynamic Games and Backward Induction w/ Ordinal Preferences
Weingast (1997); Bueno de Mesquita and Lalman (1992, ch 2)

Week 4 Dynamic Games and Backward Induction w/ Cardinal Preferences
Romer and Rosenthal (1978); Acemoglu and Robinson (2006, ch 6); Morrow (1994, 17-20,
22-25)

Week 5 Incomplete information Games with Two Types: Bayes’ Rule & Incentive Compati-
bility
Spence (1973); Morrow (1994, 226); optional - Jervis (1970)

Week 6 Incomplete Information Games with Continuous Types: Cut-point Strategies & Re-
finements
Fearon (1997); McCarty and Meirowitz (2007, 240-248)

Week 7 Incomplete Information Games with Continuous Types: Multiple Equilibria & Wel-
fare Analysis
Kurizaki (2007); Holmström and Myerson (1983); Myerson (1991, ch 10); Akerlof (1970)

Week 8 Cheap talk
Farrell and Gibbons (1989b) (one sender and multiple receivers); Farrell and Gibbons
(1989a) (pre-bargaining communication); Sartori (2005) (repeated games with pre-bargaining
communication)

Week 9 Repeated Games
Grim Trigger - McGillivray and Smith (2000); Ethnic politics - Fearon and Laitin (1996);
New Institutionalism - Greif, Milgrom and Weingast (1994); Milgrom, North and Weingast
(1990); North and Weingast (1989); Calvert (1998)

Week 10 Bargaining 1 (plan A): Legislative Bargaining
Exogenous types - Baron and Ferejohn (1989); Banks and Duggan (2000); Merlo and Wil-
son (1995); Merlo (1997); Endogenous types - Austen-Smith and Banks (1988); Diermeier
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and Feddersen (1998); Sequential vote buying - Groseclose and Snyder (1996); Banks
(2000); Groseclose and Snyder (2000)

Week 10 Bargaining 1 (plan B): Trade Bargaining
Milner (1997, 67-83); Milner and Rosendorff (1997); McCarty and Meirowitz (2007, 275-
78);

Week 11 Bargaining 2: Crisis Bargaining
Fearon (1995); Powell (1999);

Week 12 Bargaining 3: Veto Bargaining
Cameron (2000); Groseclose and McCarty (2001)

Week 13 Principal-Agent 2: Moral Hazard v. Adverse Selection
Fearon (1999)

Week 14 Information Aggregation: The Swing Voter’s Curse
Feddersen and Pesendorfer (1996); Austen-Smith and Banks (1996)

Week 15 Poster Session - student presentations

References

Acemoglu, Daron and James A. Robinson. 2006. Economic Origins of Dictatorship and Democ-
racy. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Akerlof, George A. 1970. “The Market for ‘Lemons’: Quality Uncertainty and the Market
Mechanism.” Quarterly Journal of Economics 84 (August): 488–500.

Austen-Smith, David and Jeffrey Banks. 1988. “Elections, Coalitions, and Legislative Out-
comes.” American Political Science Review 82 (June): 405–422.

Austen-Smith, David and Jeffrey S. Banks. 1996. “Information Aggregation, Rationality, and
the Condorcet Jury Theorem.” American Political Science Review 90 (March): 34–45.

Banks, Jeffrey S. 2000. “Buying Supermajorities in Finite Legislatures.” American Political
Science Review 94 (September): 677–681.

Banks, Jeffrey S. and John Duggan. 2000. “A Bargaining Model of Collective Choice.” American
Political Science Review 94 (March): 73–88.

Baron, David and John Ferejohn. 1989. “Bargaining in Legislatures.” American Political Science
Review 83 (December): 1181–1206.

Black, Duncan. 1948. “On the Rationale of Group Decision-Making.” Journal of Political
Economy 56 (February): 23–34.

Bueno de Mesquita, Bruce and David Lalman. 1992. War and Reason. New Haven: Yale
University Press.

4



Calvert, Randall L. 1998. “Rational Actors, Equilibrium, and Social Institutions.” In Explaining
Social Institutions, ed. Jack Knight and Itai Sened. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.

Cameron, Charles M. 2000. Veto Bargaining: Presidents and the Politics of Negative Power.
New York: Cambridge University Press.

Clarke, Kevin A. and David M. Primo. 2007. “Modernizing Political Science: A Model-Based
Approach.” Perspectives on Politics 5 (December): 741–753.

Diermeier, Daniel and Timothy J. Feddersen. 1998. “Cohesion in Legislatures and the Vote of
Confidence Procedure.” American Political Science Review 92 (September): 611–621.

Downs, Anthony. 1957. An Economic Theory of Democracy. New York: Harper & Row.

Epstein, David and Sharyn O’Halloran. 1999. Delegating Powers: A Transaction Cost Politics
Approach to Policy Making under Separate Powers. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Farrell, Joseph and Robert Gibbons. 1989a. “Cheap Talk Can Matter in Bargaining.” Journal
of Economic Theory 48 (June): 221–237.

Farrell, Joseph and Robert Gibbons. 1989b. “Cheap Talk with Two Audiences.” American
Economic Review 79 (December): 1214–1223.

Fearon, James D. 1994. “Domestic Political Audiences and the Escalation of International
Disputes.” American Political Science Review 8 (September): 577–92.

Fearon, James D. 1995. “Rationalist Explanations for War.” International Organization 49
(Summer): 379–415.

Fearon, James D. 1997. “Signaling Foreign Policy Interests: Tying Hands versus Sinking Costs.”
Journal of Conflict Resolution 41 (February): 68–90.

Fearon, James D. 1999. “Electoral Accountability and the Control of Politicians: Selecting Good
Types versus Sanctioning Poor Performance.” In Democracy, Accountability, and Represen-
tation, ed. Adam Przeworski, Susan C. Stokes, and Bernard Manin. New York: Cambridge
University Press.

Fearon, James D. and David D. Laitin. 1996. “Explaining Interethnic Cooperation.” American
Political Science Review 90 (December): 715–735.

Feddersen, Timothy J. and Wolfgang Pesendorfer. 1996. “The Swing Voter’s Curse.” American
Economic Review 86 (June): 408–424.

Greif, Avner, Paul Milgrom, and Barry R. Weingast. 1994. “Coordination, Commitment, and
Enforcement: The Case of the Merchant Guild.” Journal of Political Economy 102 (August):
745–776.

Groseclose, Tim and James M. Snyder, Jr. 1996. “Buying Supermajorities.” American Political
Science Review 90 (June): 303–315.

5



Groseclose, Tim and James M. Snyder, Jr. 2000. “Vote Buying, Supermajorities, and Flooded
Coalitions.” American Political Science Review 94 (September): 683–684.

Groseclose, Tim and Nolan McCarty. 2001. “The Politics of Blame: Bargaining Before an
Audience.” American Journal of Political Science 45 (January): 100–19.

Holmström, Bengt and Roger B. Myerson. 1983. “Efficient and Durable Decision Rules with
Incomplete Information.” Econometrica 51 (November): 1799–819.

Hotelling, Harold. 1929. “Stability in Competition.” Economic Journal 39 (March): 41–57.

Jervis, Robert. 1970. The Logic of Images in Internatioanl Relations. New York: Columbia
University Press.

Kurizaki, Shuhei. 2007. “Efficient Secrecy: Public versus Private Threats in Crisis Diplomacy.”
American Political Science Review 101 (August): 543–558.

MacDonald, Paul K. 2003. “Useful Fiction or Miracle Maker: The Competing Epistemological
Foundations of Rational Choice Theory.” American Political Science Review 97 (November):
551–565.

McCarty, Nolan and Adam Meirowitz. 2007. Political Game Theory. New York: Cambridge
University Press.

McCubbins, Mathew D. and Michael F. Thies. 1996. “Gourisei to Jisshou Shugi Seiji Riron no
Kiso [Rationality and the Foundations of Positive Political Theory].” Rebaiasan [Leviathan]
19 (Autumn): 7–32.

McGillivray, Fiona and Alastair Smith. 2000. “Trust and Cooperation through Agent Specific
Punishments.” International Organization 54 (Autumn): 809–824.

Merlo, Antonio. 1997. “Bargaining over Governments in a Stochastic Environment.” Journal
of Political Economy 105 (February): 101–131.

Merlo, Antonio and Charles. Wilson. 1995. “A Stochastic Model of Sequential Bargaining with
Complete Information.” Econometrica 63 (March): 371–399.

Milgrom, Paul R., Douglass C. North, and Barry R. Weingast. 1990. “The Role of Institutions
in the Revival of Trade: The Law Merchant, Private Judges, and the Champagne Fairs.”
Economics & Politics 2 (March): 1–23.

Milner, Helen V. 1997. Interests, Institutions, and Information. Princeton: Princeton University
Press.

Milner, Helen V. and B. Peter Rosendorff. 1997. “Democratic Politics and International Trade
Negotiations: Elections and Divided Government as Constraints on Trade Liberalization.”
Journal of Conflict Resolution 41 (February): 117–146.

Morrow, James D. 1994. Game Theory for Political Scientists. Princeton: Princeton University
Press.

6



Morton, Rebecca B. 1999. Methods and Models: A Guide to the Empirical Analysis of Formal
Models in Political Science. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Myerson, Roger B. 1991. “Concepts of Efficiency.” In Game Theory: Analysis of Conflict.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press chapter 10.

North, Douglass C. and Barry R. Weingast. 1989. “Constitutions and Commitment: The Evo-
lution of Institutional Governing Public Choice in Seventeenth-Century England.” Journal
of Economic History 49 (December): 803–832.

Powell, Robert. 1999. In the Shadow of Power. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Romer, Thomas and Howard Rosenthal. 1978. “Political Resource Allocation, Controlled Agen-
das, and the Status Quo.” Public Choice 33 (Winter): 27–44.

Sartori, Ann E. 2005. Deterrence by Diplomacy. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Spence, Michael. 1973. “Job Market Signaling.” Quarterly Journal of Economics 87 (3): 355–74.

Weingast, Barry R. 1997. “The Political Foundations of Democracy and the Rule of Law.”
American Political Science Review 91 (June): 245–263.

7


