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Overview

Political Manipulation is designed to introduce students to positive political theory and its implications for how strategic actors take advantage of democratic institutions. The course is conducted on a lecture and discussion basis. A typical class will contain a lecture that addresses a theoretical approach or conceptual tool and provides a setting for the material being discussed. Classes will also involve discussion of examples that serve as vehicles for application of the material. These examples involve issues of how political actors (e.g., representatives, presidents, news media, etc.) manipulate the rules of the game or the salience and availability of information to shift political outcomes in his or her favor. 

Course Material

Abbreviations in parentheses follow titles.

The Art of Political Manipulation by William Riker (APM).
Analyzing Politics by Kenneth A. Shepsle and Mark S. Bonchek (SB).
The Strategy of Rhetoric by William Riker (SR).
A course packet containing articles and a book chapter.
Requirements and grading

There will two examinations: a midterm and a final. Grades will be assigned as a weighted average of the midterm (30%), the final exam (40%), written assignments (25%), and class participation (5%). The class participation component will be based largely on class discussion. Written assignments will be due every other week, and will provide students with an opportunity to gauge their understanding of material, with an eye toward improving comprehension. Given that much of the course is example-driven and each session will have significant class interaction, it is important that students attend class regularly. Absence from class (for whatever reason) prevents not only the absent student from learning from the class discussion but also the class from learning from the student’s preparation and insights. While attendance is not required per se, absences will affect not only collaborative learning, but also the assessment of the absent student’s class participation grade. No late work will be accepted unless previously arranged with Prof. Minozzi. Such arrangements require well-substantiated and sound reasons and will result in progressively lowered grades depending on how late the work is finally produced.

I expect all of the work you do in this course to be your own. I will tolerate absolutely no cheating or plagiarism (using someone else’s words or ideas without proper citation). I will report any cheating or plagiarism to the university committee on academic misconduct, and they will be handled according to university policy.
If you need an accommodation based on the impact of a disability, you should contact me to arrange an appointment as soon as possible. At the appointment we can discuss the course format, anticipate your needs, and explore potential accommodations. I rely on the Office for Disability Services for assistance in verifying the need for accommodations and developing accommodation strategies. If you have not previously contacted the Office for Disability Services, I encourage you to do so.
Course Outline
Week 1
Session 1: Introduction to Political Manipulation
This session provides an overview of the course, syllabus, reading, and evaluation methods, and gives students an opportunity to meet one another.

Session 2: Political Preferences and Political Choices

In this session, students are introduced to the fundamental building blocks of the rational choice approach to political science. The basic preference axioms (reflexiveness, completeness and transitivity) are defined, and the expected utility model of decision-making is characterized. These tools will be used repeatedly throughout the course.
Reading: APM Preface and Ch. 1; SB pp. 5-35.

Week 2

Session 3: Collective Choices

In this session, we discuss how elections aggregate disparate political preferences to generate collective choices—the bedrock of democracy. We also uncover one of the first and best-known vulnerabilities of majority rule voting, which is characterized by Condorcet’s paradox. We then discuss other means of aggregating preferences, to try and choose the “best” voting rule.

Reading: APM Ch. 2; SB pp. 39-62.
Session 4: The (Im?)Possibility of Collective Preferences
Assignment 1 Due
This session expands on the underlying inconsistency identified by Condorcet’s paradox. We discuss criteria for choosing among different voting rules, including concepts like efficiency, independence of irrelevant alternatives, and non-dictatorship. We then confront the problems that emerge whenever we demand that our voting rule satisfies all these criteria at once.
Reading: APM Ch. 3; SB pp.63-91.

Week 3
Session 5: Stability
In this session, we introduce order into our model of politics. When voters are arrayed on an ideological line, like the kind we typically envision when we claim Republicans are on the right and Democrats are on the left, the seemingly easy-to-manipulate system we have developed settles down into a stability characterized by the famous Median Voter Theorem.

Reading: SB pp. 91-115.

Session 6: Chaos
Assignment 2 Due
In this session, we test the durability of the stability that we found in the last session when we consider environments with multiple issues. We discuss conditions under which stability maintains, and the chaos that results when those conditions are violated.

Reading: APM Chs. 5, 6.
Week 4

Session 7: Manipulating Legislatures

The result of the first three weeks is that we have a model of politics that identifies key loci of manipulation. The first institution we consider is the legislature, and we discuss how the party and committee systems permit key members of Congress (or other legislative bodies) to manipulate the policies that emerge. In particular, we identify gate-keeping and agenda control as two tools of manipulation.

Reading: APM Chs. 7, 8, 9, 12; SB pp. 115-136.

Session 8: Strategic Political Behavior

Assignment 3 Due
In this session, we consider that political actors within democracies may recognize that they inhabit a manipulable environment. Combining this idea with what we known about voting rules results in a striking conclusion: virtually every political system can and will be manipulated. As such, political actors may use foresight to identify others’ intentions to manipulate and take precautionary measures. 

Reading: APM Chs. 4, 10; SB Ch. 6.

Week 5

Session 9: The Rules Alter the Results

This session discusses the strategic implications of election rules for political candidates, parties, and policies. The relationship between voting rules (like the US’s single-member-district, plurality rule system or other countries’ proportional representation system) and the number of parties is characterized.

Reading: SB Ch. 7.

Session 10: Midterm exam

Week 6

Session 11: Cooperation

Having studied ways in which political preferences can be manipulatively aggregated, and the counter-manipulations that result, this session turns this logic on its head and explores the potential for cooperation that strategic thinking encourages. In doing so, students learn the standard formulation for a 2-person normal-form game, and the behavior altering effects of repeated play.
Reading: SB Ch. 8

Session 12: Collective Action and Public Goods

Assignment 4 Due
Using the game-theoretic tools we have developed, this session casts the business of governance as a problem whose solution benefits everyone yet costs only those who choose to pay. This dilemma characterizes many political choices from the decision to turn out to vote, to the strategies lobbyists use to manipulate legislative outcomes.
Reading: SB Chs. 9 and 10

Week 7

Session 13: Prospect Theory
This session introduces the idea that individuals systematically distort decisions they face, rendering different answers to logically similar, but differentially presented questions. 

Readings: 
Kahneman, Daniel and Amos Tversky. 1986. Rational Choice and the Framing of Decisions. In R. Hogarth and M. Reder, eds., Rational Choice: The Contrast between Economics and Psychology. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Quattrone, George and Amos Tversky. 1988. Contrasting Rational and Psychological Analysis of Political Choice. American Political Science Review. 82:719-736.
Session 14: Framing
Assignment 5 Due

Building on the potential for manipulation introduced in the last session, we discuss the way that question wording and problem defining can manipulate the outcome. In addition to introducing the concept of framing, we consider its limits to determine how much room for manipulation there is on any given issue.

Reading: 
Chong, Dennis and James N. Druckman. 2007. “Framing Public Opinion in Competitive Democracies” American Political Science Review 101 (4): 637-655.
Week 8
Session 15: Strategic Political Rhetoric
This session and most of those that follow consider an extended case study of the American founding. But first we examine rhetoric itself, what it is, how it affects and persuades listeners, and how politicians might use it to further their own preferences.

Reading: SR pp. 1-48
Session 16: The Theory of Strategic Rhetoric
In this session, we develop a synthetic theory of how rhetoric affects listeners. Knitting together prospect theory, issue ownership, and issue salience, we characterize rhetoric as placing weight on listeners’ prior concerns.

Reading: SR pp. 49-98

Week 9

Session 17: Dominance and Dispersion

Two principles fall out of our concept of rhetoric, and in this session we identify the ideas of Dominance and Dispersion. These characterize the strategic play of two competing rhetors who ply their craft to manipulate the decision calculi of citizens and voters.

Reading: SR pp. 99-128

Session 18: Case Study: The American Founding I
For this and the next session, we discuss the American founding from the perspective of the theories we’ve developed throughout the class. We identify the competing players, characterize their political environment, and examine the strategy and tactics they used to turn their preferences into policy.

Reading: SR pp. 129-182

Week 10

Session 19: Case Study: The American Founding II
Reading: SR pp. 183-264


Session 20: Fraud and Forensics

In our last session, we spend some time reviewing for the final, but first we take a look at historical instances of (potential) electoral fraud and the methods for assessing whether or not official election results reflect voters’ intentions. In particular, we discuss Florida in 2000, Ohio in 2004, and Iran in 2009, and try to decide whether the election in each case was rigged, and whether the results were valid.
Reading: 

Mebane, Walter R., Jr. 2006. “Election Forensics: Vote Counts and Benford’s Law”
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