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COURSE DESCRIPTION

This is a third course in game theory that focuses on applying formal theoretic methods to substan-
tive questions in political science. Building on POLS 514, students will further develop technical
skills, gain familiarity with different types of games, and explore in depth both well-known and
recently published work. Students will also read relevant non-formal scholarship to better under-
stand how the models are used to answer questions of interest. Substantively, the course will focus
primarily on models of authoritarian politics, conflict, and democratization. A major objective of
this course is for students to produce their own models.

GRADING

• Class participation (10%): Students are required to attend and actively participate in every
session. Sometimes we will be solving models, sometimes discussing broader issues; either
way, this is conducted as part of a conversation. Carefully completing the readings before the
class sessions is crucial for high-quality participation. Students having trouble understanding
the material are highly encouraged to speak up! The value-added of the class sessions is for
me to help you understand what’s going on, not to impress you with how quickly I can write
math on a white board (which I do not believe is notably fast, anyway).

• Problem sets (10%): Throughout the semester, there will be problem “sets”—really, just a
single problem at a time to gauge your understanding of the material. These are intentionally
designed to be less involved than problem sets in a more standard game theory “tools” course.

• Presentation and model memo (15% each): Students will complete two assignments that
each have the following elements. Students will form into groups such that, in a given week,
half the students will present one paper and half another. Students choose their papers from
the list of additional topics at the end of the syllabus. The first half of these courses will
focus on one paper, and the other half the other. The group is required to present the model
to the class. In weeks prior to these class sessions, I will choose lecture material that helps
to prepare the students for the papers they will present. After the class session, each group
will write a short memo (2–3 pages) with brief commentary on the models (the more precise
technical details can be reserved for class). The goal of this assignment is for students to both
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learn the mechanics of models of interest in greater detail, while also critically reflecting on
the models. These projects will be completed in groups given the difficulty deconstructing a
formal model on one’s own.

The topics listed at the end of the syllabus provide a guide to help students choose which
topics they would like to cover in their presentations. Recent overviews of models of author-
itarian politics are also be helpful to consult; see Gehlbach et al. (2016); Egorov and Sonin
(2023); Paine and Tyson (2024).

• Final paper (30%): Each student will complete a final paper that engages with formal-
theoretic models in a serious way. The ideal paper is one that looks like a standard research
article with an original formal model (even a model that is a somewhat minor extension of
existing models). But, depending on students’ interests and objectives, I am open to other
types of final papers. These may include empirical tests of a formal model or a literature
review on related formal models. The theme should fit within the broad substantive param-
eters of the course (authoritarian politics, regime transitions, conflict). We will develop the
project ideas in class throughout the semester. You will present the final paper during the
last class, which is included within this grade.

• First draft of final paper (10%): It is what it sounds like. I don’t have concrete expectations
for exactly what this draft will contain. In general, the more/better you give me, the better
my comments will be to help with the final paper.

• Peer feedback (10%): You will be responsible for providing oral and written feedback to
other students during the semester. Details TBD.

READING

My expectation is for students to complete all the required reading prior to the class session for
which it is assigned. It will be much easier to absorb the material in class after having previously
seen it in some form. At the end of the syllabus, I provide numerous recommended readings for
students to gain wider exposure to the literature, if they wish. Other than choosing papers/topics to
present in class, I have no expectation that students will consult any of these during the semester;
they are primarily intended to guide future reading.

Students are expected to download all articles on their own. Selections from books that are required
reading will be posted to the course’s Canvas site. Any of my papers, chapters, etc. are available
on my website. If you have trouble accessing any course material, please email me.

EMAIL AND OFFICE HOURS

I always prefer to discuss course material in person than via email. In particular, 99% of questions
with a technical component can be more efficiently answered in person than via email, so please
reserve such questions for office hours (or in class!). The best way to get in touch with me is during
my scheduled office hours, but I can make other times work if you are unavailable during that bloc.
You can drop in during office hours, but emailing me ahead of time to schedule a specific time is
best to minimize waiting time (or to coordinate students with similar questions).
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SCHEDULE OF CLASS SESSIONS

Weeks 1 and 2 (January 18 and 25): Conflict!

We will examine foundational models on bargaining and conflict. These are “weakly institution-
alized” settings, which provides a baseline for examining institutional reform in later weeks. This
may take longer than a single class, which is why I allocate three lectures to the next topic.

• Reading: Fearon (1995) and Powell (2006) provide seminal statements in this literature. You
do not need to read every model in depth in these articles, but you should come to class with
an understanding of the main ideas. In particular, you should be able to answer the following
questions before lecture starts. What is the inefficiency puzzle of war? Why (or why not) can
each of incomplete information, indivisibilities, and commitment problems cause bargaining
breakdown? After developing the core ideas with simpler models, we will move to a dynamic
Markov model based on those by Acemoglu and Robinson (see next topic). Read Gehlbach
(2021, Chapter 9, Section 3) as a primer on Markov games. The specific dynamic model we
will cover in class is from Section 3 of Paine (2024b) (we will read the entire paper for the
next topic).

• Recommended: Powell (2012) provides an overview of conflict bargaining models with com-
mitment problems (see also Morrow and Sun 2021), and Walter (2009) discusses substan-
tive applications to civil war (see also Fearon 2004). For more general statements of the
mechanism, see Powell (2004); Krainin (2017); Little and Paine (2024). For models with
endogenous armament, see the list of topics later in the syllabus. For textbook coverage of
the topics discussed this week, see Kydd (2015, Chapters 4–6) and Spaniel (2023). See also
Powell (1999); Slantchev (2011); Wolford (2019).

Weeks 3–6 (February 1, 8, 15, 22): Power sharing and political transitions

We will build on the bargaining models of commitment problems to examine how reforming politi-
cal institutions (e.g., sharing power, extending the franchise) can alleviate commitment problems—
or fail to do so. We’re also going to deconstruct the Acemoglu and Robinson models by distinguish-
ing the dynamic commitment problem component from the redistribution component. By the end
of these class sections, students should not only understand the core mathematical mechanics of
the models, but also be able to distinguish which assumptions drive which core implications.

• Reading (substantive foundations): Introduction to Acemoglu and Robinson (2000), Ace-
moglu and Robinson (2006, Chapter 2), Introduction to Castañeda Dower et al. (2018), and
Meng et al. (2023).

• Reading (models): The specific models we will cover come from Gehlbach (2021, Sections
9.3 and 9.4) and Paine (2024b). The core technical machinery in these models derives from
work by Acemoglu and Robinson (2000, 2001, 2006, 2017). The core ideas are presented
in Acemoglu and Robinson (2006, Chapters 4–6); students should skim these chapters to
understand their basic content, without needing to work through the models in any depth.
The Acemoglu and Robinson articles are recommended, not required, reading.
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Week 7 (February 29): Student presentations of models

Selections from Gehlbach (2021).

Week 8 (March 7): No class (conference)

Week 9 (March 14): No class (spring break)

Week 10 (March 21): Writing, submitting, and evaluating papers

For the first class after spring break, we’re going to do a session on writing and evaluating papers.
I would like everyone to complete the following assignment. The actual amount of writing is short,
but it will require some thought. I understand that everyone’s final papers are at different stages of
completion (and some of you might not have even settled on a topic), but the hope is that answering
the following questions will help you to think through key issues. For some of them (especially
the later questions about your own paper), you might genuinely have no idea. That’s fine. You can
either leave it blank, or write something highly speculative. You can submit multiple versions if
you’re deciding among ideas. Part of the value of the exercise is that answering specific questions
can help you think through where you might want your paper to go.

Anyway, to the best of your ability, write responses to the following questions as they pertain to
your final paper. Please email your responses to THE ENTIRE CLASS no later than midnight on
Tuesday, March 19. We will comment on each others’ during class.

• What is the question?

• Why is this question/topic important?

• What are the existing answers to this question? And yes, the relevant literature likely con-
tains more than just theory papers!

• Why are existing answers wrong or incomplete? There are a few ways to approach this.

– No one has addressed this topic before, I’m the first.

– Existing answers are wrong.

– There are multiple existing answers that contradict each other. (I use this one a lot in
my theory papers.)

• What is your answer?

• How does your answer differ?

• Why is your answer better?

We’re also going to discuss the submission process and referee reports. Please come prepared with
general questions about how the review process works, I’m happy to discuss anything pertaining
to publishing. To help focus the discussion, we’ll discuss the review process for one of my arti-
cles, “Reframing the Guardianship Dilemma: How the Military’s Dual Disloyalty Options Imperil
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Dictators.” Both the final article and the various submissions/responses are attached. You certainly
don’t need to read everything in depth. I would suggest reading the final version and the response
memos (which copy and paste most of the reviewer comments), although you might want to refer
to earlier drafts because some of the referee comments won’t make sense for the final draft.

Please do not share these files with anyone else. If another Emory student is interested, I’m proba-
bly happy to share the files with them, but I’d prefer to directly email them myself. There’s nothing
terribly confidential in any of this, especially because the paper is published, but it’s still better to
not disseminate these types of files too widely.

I think that’s it (and please submit your memos by Friday). Let me know if you need any clarifica-
tions for what is expected for the next class. Have a nice break, and see you then.

Week 11 (March 28): Political institutions and agency problems

Read Myerson (2008) and Paine (2022a).

Week 12 (April 4): Student presentations of models

Selections from Gehlbach (2021).

Week 13 (April 11): Democratic backsliding

Read Luo and Przeworski (2023) and Grillo et al. (2024).

Week 14 (April 18): Debating inequality and democratization

We will return to the Acemoglu and Robinson model to discuss empirical evaluations and cri-
tiques, in particular the posited U-shaped relationship between inequality and democratization.
Think about the following while reading: Are these critiques convincing? What features should
be incorporated into a model in order to address the most pertinent critiques? What would this
alternative model look like?

• Reading: Ansell and Samuels (2014, Chapter 1 and 4), Haggard and Kaufman (2012), Slater
et al. (2014), Albertus (2015, 1–20), Acemoglu et al. (2013).

Week 15 (April 25): Student presentations of final papers

Date subject to change based on the date of second-year poster presentations.
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LIST OF ADDITIONAL TOPICS IN MODELS OF AUTHORITARIAN POLITICS

• Agency problems. For a recent overview of the literature, see the relevant section in Paine
and Tyson (2024). The classic variants of the agency problem are moral hazard and adverse
selection; see Laffont and Martimort (2009, Chapter 3 and 4) for a textbook treatment of
the basic models. For applications of moral-hazard-type models to authoritarian politics,
see Svolik (2009), Dragu and Przeworski (2019), and Tyson (2018); and see Padró i Miquel
and Yared (2012); Myerson (2015) for dynamic moral hazard models. For applications of
adverse-selection-type models to authoritarian politics, see Egorov and Sonin (2011); Za-
kharov (2016); Paine (2022a), and references therein.

• Authoritarian institutions I. The following models extend those studied in the weeks on
power sharing and political transitions by incorporating core pieces from the Acemoglu and
Robinson models (Paine 2024a provides recent commentary on this literature): Leventoğlu
(2014), Castañeda Dower et al. (2018, 2020), Meng (2019), Paine (2022b) (see also Paine
2021 and Kenkel and Paine 2023, which lack a dynamic component), Luo (2024), and Powell
(2024).

• Authoritarian institutions II. The models covered in our weeks on power sharing and polit-
ical transitions do not provide the only formal framework for studying authoritarian institu-
tions. For other models that highlight how different formal institutions, such as parties, leg-
islatures, and constitutions, solve the autocratic commitment problem, see Weingast (1997);
Bueno de Mesquita et al. (2005); Gandhi and Przeworski (2006); Magaloni (2008); Myerson
(2008); Svolik (2009); Gehlbach and Keefer (2011); Boix and Svolik (2013); Ansell and
Samuels (2014); Gailmard (2017, 2024); Luo and Rozenas (2022); Little and Paine (2024).
For textbook coverage of some of these topics, see Bueno de Mesquita (2016, Section 11.1)
and Gehlbach (2021, Sections 8.2 and 8.3). For substantive overviews of institutions in
authoritarian politics, see Gandhi (2008), Svolik (2012, Chapter 2), Geddes et al. (2014),
Guriev and Treisman (2019), and Meng (2020, Chapter 1).

• Coalitions. Acemoglu et al. (2008, 2012, 2015) and Gieczewski (2021) develop models
of dynamic coalition formation in autocracies (or clubs more generally), including both re-
stricting and expanding membership. Acemoglu et al. (2021) provide an overview of this
literature and Gehlbach (2021, Section 8.2) provides a brief textbook treatment. If a student
is interested in presenting these models, walking through a numerical example would be suf-
ficient, rather than presenting a full equilibrium characterization. For models of bargaining
among coalitions in an IR conflict setting, see Powell (1999, Chapter 5) and Wolford (2015).

• Collective action. For a textbook treatment of global games, see Gehlbach (2021, Sections
9.1 and 9.2). For a recent overview of the literature, see the relevant section in Paine and
Tyson (2024). This chapter discusses numerous articles that could serve as the basis for a
presentation.

• Democratic stability and backsliding. The first formal-theoretic literature on democratic
stability and collapse developed the concept of self-enforcing democracy. For a recent
overview of the literature, see Svolik (2019). For models, see Przeworski (2005); Chacón
et al. (2011); Fearon (2011); Alberts et al. (2012); Bidner et al. (2014); Przeworski et al.
(2015); see also Przeworski (1991, 2018) and Acemoglu and Robinson (2006, Chapter 7).
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Many recent models focus on the subtle means by which democracies erode, including elec-
toral and legal manipulation and stealth tactics. For a recent overview of the literature, see
Grillo et al. (2024). For models, see Buisseret and Van Weelden (2020); Svolik (2020); Chio-
pris et al. (2021); Miller (2021); Helmke et al. (2022); Gratton and Lee (2023); Grillo and
Prato (2023); Hollyer et al. (2023); Howell and Wolton (2023); Luo and Przeworski (2023).

• Endogenous armament. In many conflict bargaining models, players lack an explicit op-
tion to invest in arms or otherwise to bargain over the distribution of power. Models with
endogenous armament include Fearon (1996, 2018), Jackson and Morelli (2009), Chade-
faux (2011), Powell (1993, 2013), Debs and Monteiro (2014), Paine (2016, 2022b), Spaniel
(2019, Chapter 3), and Gibilisco (2021). For development of the contest function models
underlying many of these models, see Anderton and Carter (2019, Chapter 8) for an accessi-
ble textbook treatment and Garfinkel and Skaperdas (2006) and Konrad (2009) for more in
depth coverage.

• Information transmission. For a textbook treatment of recent signaling models applied to
authoritarian politics, see Gehlbach (2021, Sections 8.4–8.6); see also Dal Bó and Powell
(2009). There is a huge IR conflict literature on signaling; see Kydd (2015, Chapter 9) and
Spaniel (2023) for textbook treatments.

• State building. State building has long been a core topic in IR, but only recently has
spawned a formal-theoretic literature. See Moselle and Polak (2001); Besley and Pers-
son (2011); Powell (2013); Johnson and Koyama (2014); Boix (2015); Gennaioli and Voth
(2015); De Magalhaes and Giovannoni (2019); Tyson (2020); Abramson et al. (2022); Dal Bó
et al. (2022); Garfias and Sellars (2022); Lee and Paine (2023); Kenkel et al. (2023); Kenkel
and Paine (2023).

• Succession. Given its inherent importance, there is surprisingly little research on non-
electoral succession. For recent formal models, see Kurrild-Klitgaard (2000); Konrad and
Mui (2017); Zhou (2023). For related empirical work, see Meng (2021); Kokkonen et al.
(2022).
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ADDITIONAL COURSE POLICIES

• Accommodations. As the instructor of this course I endeavor to provide an inclusive learn-
ing environment where every student can succeed. If you anticipate issues related to the
format or requirements of this course, please meet with me to discuss a protocol to im-
plement accommodations as needed throughout the semester. The Office of Accessibility
Services works with students who have disabilities to provide reasonable accommodations.
In order to receive consideration for reasonable accommodations, you must contact OAS. It
is the responsibility of the student to register with OAS. Please note that accommodations are
not retroactive and that disability accommodations are not provided until an accommodation
letter has been processed. Students must renew their accommodation letter every semester
they attend classes. Contact the Office of Accessibility Services for more information at
(404) 727-9877 or accessibility@emory.edu. Additional information is available at the OAS
website at http://equityandinclusion.emory.edu/access/students/index.html.

• Academic Integrity. I take academic integrity very seriously. It is common to rely on ideas
and results from published work as you build models. It is also essential that you cite these
sources appropriately.
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