Social Dilemmas:

The Dynamics of Self-Interest and Cooperation in Social Behavior

Fall 2009, Winter 2010

Faculty: David McAvity and Joe Tougas; 

Website: http://academic.evergreen.edu/curricular/social_dilemmas/

First Class Meeting: Mon., Sept. 28, 9 am.; Sem2 D1105

Human societies, for all their differences in culture and history, can all be seen as webs of social interactions between individuals who act according to their own motives, whether they are aware of them or not. No society can survive unless it develops patterns of interaction that limit conflict and enable its members to work together to solve common problems. In the twenty-first century, however, the challenge facing all of us is to find a way to achieve cooperation on a global scale, so we can cope with problems like climate change, war, resource depletion and the risks of a fragile, highly interdependent world economy.

This agenda has fueled the emergence of a new science of cooperation that combines mathematical modeling, careful study of real societies and experiments using simplified social situations. This program will introduce students to this science, addressing questions like: How are social decisions different from individual decisions? How can self-interested individuals achieve and maintain cooperation? What facts about human psychology and biology might encourage, or impede cooperation? How do we determine what is fair? How do we cope with risk and the tradeoff between the present and the future? How do people calculate the consequences of their decisions, and how are their choices influenced by unconscious or external factors? And how do the answers to all these questions change as we consider different societies and even different individuals?

We will use multiple modes of investigation, but one thread running through them will be game theory and decision theory, both of which are applications of mathematical methods to the social sciences. Through collaborative workshops we will acquire the skills to build and analyze simple models of individual choice and social interaction. Another connecting thread will be recent research on the development of bonds of empathy and interdependence between people in actual social settings. Working in teams, we will use the insights we obtain to design experiments that test how real people, such as Evergreen students, behave under conditions that embody social dilemmas. We will also read accounts, both in fiction and nonfiction, that suggest what is distinctive and universal in social interaction. These readings will provide the basis for seminars and short writing projects.

While there are no prerequisites for this introductory program, students should be prepared for an engaging and intellectually demanding interdisciplinary study involving mathematical concepts, philosophy and the study of human behavior and development. Much of the work will involve new modes of mathematical reasoning, which will rely on competency with algebra. The program will also incorporate a general introduction to statistical methods and probability, with the opportunity to collect and analyze our own data.

Typical Weekly Schedule 

	Day
	Time and Location
	Activity

	Monday
	9:00-12:00; Sem2, D1105
	Lectures

	
	1:00-3:00; 

    Sem2, E2107;E2109
	Seminar

	Tuesday
	No Class Meeting
	Study, Group meetings

	Wednesday
	9:00-12:30; 

    CAL or Sem2, E2105
	Computer Applications and other Workshop Activities

	Thursday
	9:00-12:00; 

    COM 107 (Recital Hall)
	Critical Investigations

	
	12:30-2:00; 

    Sem2 E2105, E2107
	Seminar

	Friday
	9:00-12:00

    Sem2 D1107
	Lecture/Workshop


Texts and Readings:

Game Theory and Strategy, by Phillip Straffin, Publisher: Mathematical Association of America (1996)

The Origins of Virtue: Human Instincts and the Evolution of Cooperation, by Matt Ridley, Publisher: Penguin (1998)

Predictable Irrational: The Hidden Forces That Shape Our Decisions, by Dan Ariely, Publisher: HarperCollins (2008)

Finite and Infinite Games, by James P. Carse

How Are We to Live? by Peter Singer, Prometheus Books (1995)

Moral Calculation by Laszlo Mero, Publisher: Springer (1998)

Statistics in Plain English (2nd Edition), Timothy Urdan, Publisher: Lawrence Erlbaum (2005)

Other short readings will be downloadable from the program webpage or distributed as photocopies.
Credit Distribution: 
4 Game Theory




2 Statistics




4 Social Philosophy




2 Intro. to Ethics




4 Critical Thinking

