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I spent five months this year on sabbatical visiting the IDFC Institute 
in Mumbai, India. I had a wonderful time visiting temples, palaces, 
and forts and working with the IDFC Institute on issues of land 
policy and crime. I also learned more about public choice in the 
Indian context. India is an interesting place for a public choice 
scholar because it illustrates both the problems of too much 
government and the problems of too little government.

Too little government, or more accurately too little effective 
government, is the more obvious problem. In India, local 
government services such as sewage provision, clean-water delivery, 
and garbage pickup are often nonexistent and typically unreliable. 
Private actors have stepped in to provide where public actors have 
failed, but because of a lack of economies of scale, prices are high. 
Luxury apartments, for example, have plenty of water either

because they are connected to the city delivery system or rely on trucks, but in the slums, where piped 
water is typically unavailable, water sells by the bag or bottle at high prices. The failure of government 
to provide basic infrastructure reduces efficiency and increases inequality.

Surprisingly, part of the problem is that India has too few government workers—about one-fifth as 
many per capita as does the United States. Is India, therefore, a libertarian paradise? Not at all! Despite 
having few government workers, India regulates much more than in the United States (or other 
developed countries). In the latest World Bank Doing Business index, for example, India ranks 130 out 
of 190 countries overall and 172 out of 190 on paying taxes. The Indian government also maintains 
control of many of the “commanding heights of the economy,” including banks, heavy industry, and, 
most surprising to an American, Hindu temples. The Indian paradox is that the state is involved in all 
aspects of Indian life and yet because it has so little capacity it is easily bypassed. It’s been estimated, 
for example, that one-third of all driver’s licenses in India are fake.

The Indian state is less of a unitary actor than in many developed countries. In addition to the divisions 
of language, religion, and more recently, income that make India more like the European Union than 
the United States, corruption also means that India has both roving bandits and stationary bandits. It’s 
a confusing political environment and a challenge to the next generation of public choice theorists!

From the Director

Alex Tabarrok
Tabarrok@gmu.edu

Twitter: @ATabarrok
Tel. 703-993-2314

*Cover Image: Mark Koyama
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Spotlight on Robin Hanson

Q: The Elephant in the Brain: Hidden Motives in Everyday Life written with 
Kevin Simler is your latest book. Let’s begin with the title. What does it 
mean?

A: The elephant in the room is something big that we know about but pretend 
isn’t there. The elephant in the brain is our real motives when we do things 
like laugh, talk, vote, or go to school or the doctor. Our real motives are uglier 
than the ones we prefer to acknowledge. Of course, most activities serve 
many purposes, and the motives we talk about are part of that mix. But ugly 
motives matter more than we usually admit or realize. 

Q: One of the everyday things that you analyze is conversation. The first theory of conversation that 
jumps to mind is that it’s for transmitting information. That theory, however, seems inconsistent 
with some basic evolutionary biology, namely that lots of animals listen but few speak to 
anywhere the extent that humans do. So what is conversation really for?

A: Trading information is a laudable goal, and talk does at times achieve that goal. But as a theory of talk, 
this fails to explain (1) that we don’t keep track of conversational debts, (2) that we are more eager to 
talk than to listen, (3) that we prefer a continuous drift of “relevant” conversation topics, and (4) we 
often talk about unimportant trivia. More likely, we try to show off our “backpack” of mental tools by 
showing that we can say many interesting and useful things, no matter what the topic. This can also 
explain media and academic conversations.

Q: In your telling, pretty much everything from laughter, to art, to charity has a hidden motive. Yet 
that can’t always be true because someone has to be doing these things for pure reasons 
otherwise there would be no point pretending that w are that someone, right?

A: Right. The world is complex, most activities can serve many motives, and the actual mix of motives 
varies by person and situation. So yes, the motives that we like to acknowledge do actually apply 
sometimes. Just not as often as we think. 

Q: Your book suggests that it’s hard to live Socrates’ ideal of an examined life because our brains 
hide ourselves from ourselves and smart people surrounded by other smart people will perhaps 
have the most elaborate cloaking technology. Did writing this book help you to live the 
examined life, and was that a cost or a benefit?

A: Long ago our ancestors evolved many habits to help them win their evolutionary contests. Two 
plausible habits were being happier when winning, and looking away from ugly motives. So being 
forced to see real motives probably made them less happy, and that probably still applies to us, 
including me. But if you are a scholar in a social or human science, then refusing to see our ugly motives 
will greatly hinder your understanding of human behavior and social institutions. I’m pleased to hope 
that this book may help scholars to better understand humans. 

Robin Hanson
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Spotlight on Robin Hanson

Q: At first, I thought the material in this book was very different 
from the work that made you famous: using prediction 
markets to make decisions. But in many ways your early work 
is an answer to what to do about the problem of hidden 
motives. Betting, as I once put it, is a tax on bullshit, or more 
nicely betting encourages us to own up to some of our biases. 
Is this a good interpretation of your two bodies of work? And 
why did you work on the solution before publishing about the 
problem?

A: Yes, hidden motives can help us understand why conversations 
and institutions often fail badly at aggregating information, even 
when we say that this is their main function. But if such sharing is 
a much weaker motive than we like to admit, that can help us 
understand the otherwise puzzling lack of interest in prediction 
markets. Yes, all new institutions face obstacles, but I’ve seen 
disinterest persist in organizations even after concrete trials have 
achieved requested success metrics. Similarly, hidden motives 

can help us to understand persistent disinterest in ways to help students learn faster, or to apply more 
cost-effective medical treatments and government policies. At some deeper level, we may know that 
schools are not (mainly) about learning, medicine is not about health, and politics is not about policy.

Q: Does all this make it harder or easier to redesign and reform our institutions, such as in 
politics?

A: Institution-design problems are actually harder than we had thought. We usually think of designing 
institutions so that most people will tend to get more of what they want, while finding ways to pay off 
the losers so that they will support needed changes. This is hardly easy, as participants often have 
limited and different information, and need to be given incentives to support desired behaviors. But the 
real design problem is even harder.

The relatively low and selfish things that people really want are often not the same as the high-minded 
ideal things that they are willing to admit to wanting. So we need to find institutions that 
simultaneously appear to give people what they appear to want, while actually giving them more of 
what they really want. This allows people to continue to pretend to want high-minded ideal things. Yes 
this is a harder design problem, but if we can solve it we have a much better chance of getting people to 
actually adopt our proposals.



5

The Public Choice Outreach Conference 2017

We hosted another successful Outreach Conference in 2017. We had forty students from seventeen 
states and six countries, including from as far away as India. About two-thirds of the participants were 
undergraduate economics majors and candidates who were interested in graduate studies, with two 
students who were specifically planning to apply to George Mason. We also had many participants who 
had an interest in applying public choice to their fields in politics, and one who was planning to use 
public choice in his upcoming job at a biotech startup. Our professional participants this year were a 
CEO of an Indian nonprofit and an investment banker. We also had two high school students!

Two young scholars, Liam McPherson and Maxwell Tabarrok, debate the 
finer points of public choice at the Outreach Conference.

Shruti Rajagopolan discusses the benevolent-dictator assumption. 
Benevolent dictators are rare and not to be relied upon!
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2017 Outreach Conference Lecture Schedule — June 16–18, 2017

Time Speaker

6:30 PM – 8:00 PM Tyler Cowen, Public Choice in the Post–Berlin Wall Era

8:00 AM Breakfast 

9:00 – 10:15 AM Alex Tabarrok, Introduction to Public Choice 

10:30 – 11:45 AM Alex Tabarrok, The Theory of Voting or What Is Democracy Good For?

12:00 PM Lunch

2:00-3:15 PM Bryan Caplan, Behavioral Public Choice

3:30-4:45 PM Robin Hanson, A New Theory of Government: Futarchy 

5:00-6:30 PM Group picture and Dinner

7:00-8:15 PM Peter Boettke, Hayek & Buchanan: Two Perspectives on Political Economy

8:00 AM Breakfast 

9:00 – 10:15 AM Todd Zywicki, Public Choice and the Law 

10:30 – 11:45 AM Shruti Rajagopolan, Public Choice and Development Economics

12:00 PM Lunch

1:15-2:30 PM Mark Koyama, Political Economy and the Rise of the State

2:45-4:00 PM Dan Houser, Experimental Political Economy

Friday, June 16

Saturday, June 17

Sunday, June 18

Conference ends
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The Center for Study of Public Choice Seminar Series

The Seminar Series, now over thirty years old, invites scholars from around the world to
share their work in a formal lecture, followed by a rigorous question-and-answer session
with students and faculty. We thank Dr. Bryan Caplan for coordinating the program, and the
following scholars for presenting papers in 2016–17:

Spring
2017

Name Affiliation Paper

Jesse Shapiro Brown University Measuring Polarization in High-Dimensional Data: Method and Application to 
Congressional Speech

Johanna Mollerstrom George Mason University The Effect of Relative Income Improvements on Demand for Redistribution

Craig Volden University of Virginia Spatial Models of Legislative Effectiveness 

Ragan Petrie George Mason University Love Thy Neighbor: Built Environmental Effects on Social Interactions 

Thomas Stratmann George Mason University 
Do Robocalls Increase Voter Turnout? Evidence from Repeat Calling 

Leslie Johns UCLA Free-Riding on Enforcement in the WTO 

James Robinson University of Chicago The Perils of Top-Down Statebuilding: Evidence from Colombia's “False Positives” 

Tom Palfrey Cal Tech Trading Votes for Votes 

Tim Groseclose George Mason University Bargaining When Only One Player Can Make Proposals 

Jeff Milyo University of Missouri Do State Campaign Finance Reforms Increase Trust and Confidence in State 
Government? 

Kevin Grier University of Oklahoma The Economic Consequences of Hugo Chavez 

Nathan Nunn Harvard University Evolution of Culture and Institutions: Evidence from the Kuba Kingdom 

Emily Oster Brown University Diabetes and Diet: Behavioral Response and the Value of Health 

Don Green Columbia University Diminishing the Effectiveness of Vote-Buying: Evidence from a Large-Scale Radio 
Experiment in India 

Name Affiliation Paper

Daniel Klein George Mason University Cohesionism 

Truman Bewley Yale University An Interview Study of Pricing Practices

John Mueller Ohio State University Chasing Ghosts: The Policing of Terrorism 

Areendam Chanda Louisana State University How Persistent Are Regional Income Differences Within Nations? 

James Schneider Guardian Life Insurance The Deadly Sins: An Exploration of Behavioral Health Economics 

Michael Huemer University of Colorado 
Devil's Advocates: On the Ethics of Unjust Legal Advocacy 

Christian Fong Stanford Business School Limited Obstruction and Monopoly Agenda Setting 

John Lott Crime Prevention Research 

Center 
Do White Police Officers Unfairly Target Black Suspects? 

Amy Wax UPenn Law School The Poverty of the Neuroscience of Poverty: Policy Payoff or False Promise? 

Gary Lucas Texas A&M Law Psychological Barriers to an Efficient Carbon Tax

7

Fall
2016
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Buchanan Hall and Smith Hall

In November of 2016 George Mason University honored its two Nobel Prize winners, James M. Buchanan 
and Vernon L. Smith, by naming buildings on the Fairfax and Arlington campus, respectively, in their 
honor. Vernon Smith attended the naming ceremony and spoke along with Center Director Alex 
Tabarrok and Department of Economics Chairman Dan Houser, among others.

At the ceremony, Tabarrok said:

James Buchanan and Vernon Smith have given us the gift of new ideas, new ways of seeing the 
world and new tools to understand and to improve the American social compact….

I have no doubt that Jim Buchanan would have been pleased to have a building named in his 
honor, but I also have no doubt that he would have been the first to tell you that what goes on 
inside the building is much more important than the name on the outside.

So let me here today say that my colleagues and I remain inspired by and committed to James 
Buchanan’s vision of political economy.  Most economists think of economics as having 
something to say about the allocation of resources, efficiency, and wealth. James Buchanan had a 
deeper vision; to him political economy was ultimately about how we live together. The titles of 
some of Jim’s books—titles like The Calculus of Consent, The Reason of Rules, and The Limits of 
Liberty: Between Anarchy and Leviathan—these remain very much of enduring value as we seek 
to live together in peace, prosperity and liberty.…

In the dedication of these buildings we recognize the gift of thought. Thank you, Vernon Smith, 
and thank you, James Buchanan.

Vernon Smith at George Mason University, November 2016
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2016–2017 Center for Study of Public Choice Doctorates

Paul H. Bennett  

Paul H. Bennett defended his dissertation, 
“Modeling Behavior in Public Goods Experiments.” 
Dr. David M. Levy chaired the committee.

Rutger Van Bergem  

Rutger Van Bergem defended his dissertation, “The 
Micro and Macro Economics of Bad Bankruptcy.” Dr. 
Donald J. Boudreaux chaired the committee.

Darwyyn Deyo   

Darwyyn Deyo defended her dissertation, “Law and 
Labor Markets: Three Essays on Individual Decision 
Making.” Dr. Thomas Stratmann chaired the 
committee.

Theresa S. Finley  

Theresa S. Finley defended her dissertation, “Essays 
on Religion and Institutions in European Economic 
History.” Dr. John V. C. Nye chaired the committee.

Hannah Mead Kling  

Hannah Mead Kling defended her dissertation, 
“Urban Segregation: Implications for Productivity 
and Public Choice.” Dr. Garett Jones chaired the 
committee.

Sarah Oh   

Sarah Oh defended her dissertation, “Essays in 
Broadband Economics.” Dr. Tyler Cowen chaired the 
committee.
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2016–2017 Center for Study of Public Choice Doctorates

Julia Norgaard   

Julia Norgaard defended her dissertation, 
“Economics of Illicit Behaviors: Exchange in the 
Internet Wild West.” Dr. Thomas Stratmann 
chaired the committee.

Megan Teague   

Megan Teague defended her dissertation, “Three 
Essays on Morality, Identity, and Economic 
Regulation.” Dr. Peter J. Boettke chaired the 
committee.

Joshua Wojnilower    

Joshua Wojnilower defended his dissertation, “The 
Supply of Credit and U.S. Economic Activity: 
Empirical Evidence for New Monetary Transmission 
Mechanisms.” Dr. Thomas Stratmann chaired the 
committee.
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Focus on Faculty

Bryan Caplan

Bryan Caplan has completed the final round of revisions of his magnum opus, 
The Case Against Education, for Princeton University Press. The book argues 
that the neglected signaling model of education explains most of what goes on 
in classrooms around the world. Contrary to popular and academic belief, the 
“return to education” largely reflects rent-seeking rather than genuine 
creation of human capital. Dr. Caplan’s book argues that government support 
for education largely rests not on interest-group politics, but “the political 
economy of Social Desirability Bias.” Education sounds wonderful, even 
though sober calculation of its social rate of return reveals massive waste of 
taxpayer dollars. Unfortunately, voters care far more about how policies 
sound than how well they actually work, making high and growing education 
budgets popular around the globe. The Case Against Education will be 
published in January 2018 by Princeton University Press.

Dr. Caplan’s next project is a nonfiction graphic novel on the social science and philosophy of immigration, 
tentatively titled All Roads Lead to Open Borders.  This work, coauthored with famed cartoonist Zach 
Weinersmith of Saturday Morning Breakfast Cereal, is already half-written.  Scripts and pre-visualizations 
for the chapters on immigration’s effects on global output, national finances, and culture and crime are 
largely complete.  The chapter on the political effects of immigration, merging public opinion research 
with public choice, is well underway.  If all goes well, All Roads Lead to Open Borders will be an excellent 
secondary textbook for classes in labor economics, immigration, global justice, and public choice.

Articles

"David Friedman," "Laissez-Faire Policy," "Anarchism," and "Fascism.”  In The Encyclopedia of 
Libertarianism. Forthcoming. 

"Intellectual Autobiography of Bryan Caplan." In Libertarian Autobiographies, edited by Walter Block. 
Forthcoming. 

"The Myth of the Rational Voter and Political Theory: A Reply to Estlund, Landemore, and Mackie." 
Forthcoming in Colloquium on Collective Wisdom conference volume. 

"If I Knew Then What I Know Now." In If I Knew Then What I Know Now: Hindsight and Insight from 
Seasoned Parents and Educators, edited by Suzy DeLong. Forthcoming.

“A Radical Case for Open Borders” (with Vipul Naik). In Immigration: From Social Science to Public Policy, 
edited by Benjamin Powell. Oxford: Oxford University Press. Forthcoming.
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Focus on Faculty

Robin Hanson’s first book, The Age of Em: Work, Love, and Life When Robots 
Rule the Earth, from Oxford University Press, was published on June 1, 2016. It 
has sold roughly 9,000 copies, received 160 media mentions, and 47 reviews, 
including at the Financial Times, Guardian, and Wall Street Journal.  A 
paperback revision will appear in 2018. His second book, The Elephant in the 
Brain: Hidden Motives in Everyday Life, coauthored with Kevin Simler, also 
from Oxford, will be published January 2, 2018. 

In 2016, Dr. Hanson gave 66 presentations, most of them on Age of Em, and 
wrote dozens of posts at his blog Overcoming Bias. He also published “Human 

Legacies When Robots Rule the Earth,” in The Next Step: Exponential Life, pp. 162–77.

Books

The Age of Em: Work, Love, and Life When Robots Rule the Earth. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016.

Articles

“3 Scenarios: Ems, Nanotech, Both.” Cryonics 38(4): 18–19, July 2017. 

“Response to Michael Perry’s Age of Em.” Cryonics 38(4): 31–32, July 2017. 

“Human-Level AI Is Right Around the Corner, Not Hundreds of Years Away.” IEEE Spectrum, May 31, 2017. 

“Grandmasters vs. Gigabytes.” Wall Street Journal, May 18, 2017. 

“This AI Boom Will Also Bust.” Hacker Bits 13, February 1, 2017. 

“Employment in the Age of Em: Simulated Brains and the Economics of Labor.” In Surviving the Machine 
Age: Intelligent Technology and the Transformation of Human Work, edited by Kevin LaGrandeur and 
James Hughes. Palgrave, April 2017. 

Blog

Overcoming Bias.  http://www.overcomingbias.com/

Robin Hanson
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Focus on Faculty

Garett Jones signed a contract for his next book with Stanford University 
Press, 10% Less Democracy: Why you should trust the elites a little more and 
the masses a little less. In addition, his first book, Hive Mind: How your nation’s 
IQ matters so much more than your own, was published in Chinese. A review in 
Governance describes Hive Mind as “perhaps 2016's most important 
economics book, both for the development specialist and the general reader.” 

Jones also published a new coauthored article in a special issue of Journal of 
Behavioral and Experimental Economics; the paper provides experimental 
evidence that higher-IQ pairs of players are indeed more cooperative. An 
essay on recent developments in free-market alternatives to bailouts was 

published in a Mercatus Center volume, Rethinking Financial Regulation; and the interdisciplinary online 
magazine Evonomics published Jones’s analysis of the vast empirical literature on how migration tends to 
shape institutions, entitled “Do Immigrants Import their Economic Destiny?” The Evonomics essay 
generated substantial interest, including two mentions in the Financial Times. 

Jones taught at George Mason’s Korea campus in the Spring of 2016 and 2017, and while in Asia he 
presented his newest theoretical paper, “Are the global benefits of open borders a fallacy of composition?” 
at the China Meeting of the Econometric Society and at the National University of Singapore. He also 
spoke in Estonia on the possibility for reform through high-skilled immigration, and wrote the article on 
the classic Stag Hunt game for the SAGE Encyclopedia of Political Behavior. 

Articles 

Al-Ubaydli, Omar, Garett Jones, and Jaap Weel (2016). “Average Player Traits as Predictors of Cooperation 
in a Repeated Prisoner's Dilemma.” Journal of Behavioral and Experimental Economics.

Jones, Garett (2017). “Stag Hunt.” In SAGE Encylopedia of Political Behavior, edited by Fathali M. 
Moghaddam. SAGE Publications.

Jones, Garett (2016). “The Rise of Bail-Ins and the Quest for Credible Laissez-Faire Banking.” In Reframing 
Financial Regulation: Enhancing Stability and Protecting Consumers, edited by Hester Peirce and Benjamin 
Klutsey. Mercatus Center.

Garett Jones
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Peter T. Leeson is the Duncan Black Professor of Economics and Law at 
George Mason University and the BB&T Professor for the Study of Capitalism. 
He is also the North American Editor of Public Choice and a Senior Scholar of 
the F.A. Hayek Program for Advanced Study in Philosophy, Politics, and 
Economics. 

Dr. Leeson’s work studies the economics of nonmarket decision making, in 
particular law and legal systems. He published numerous articles in 2016, 
such as “Witch Trials” (with J. Russ) in the Economic Journal. 

His latest book, WTF?! An Economic Tour of the Weird, uses rational-choice 
theory to explain the world’s most bizarre and shocking social practices. Steve 

Levitt calls it “Freakonomics on steroids,” and Tim Harford says, “It’s one of most original books I’ve ever 
read.” WTF?! will be published in October and is available for preorder on his website.

To follow his current work, press coverage of that work, or find his published papers, visit Leeson’s 
personal website: PeterLeeson.com.

(Continued on next page)
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Peter Leeson

John Nye continued his joint research with teams from the Higher School of 
Economics in Moscow. That project has already produced a number of papers 
including two recent 2017 papers on prenatal testosterone (2D4D) and its 
effects on wages (Economics and Human Biology) and on educational 
achievement (appearing in Personality and Individual Differences).  A different 
paper on “The Market for Illegal Goods in the Presence of Corruption,” with 
Desiree Desierto of the University of Wisconsin, appeared in the Journal of 
Institutional and Theoretical Economics also in 2017.

He has begun a new long-term project on social mobility in Russia, joint with 
the Center for Institutional Studies at HSE Moscow and Greg Clark of UC–Davis. Early reports on this 
project have been presented at the Economic History Association meeting in 2016, the Higher School of 
Economics, 2017, and the 2nd International Congress of Comparative Economics, 2017.

Dr. Nye also published a short article on positional goods for Reason magazine, June 2017, that he plans to 
make the basis for a book on inequality and economic growth in the near future.

He is also organizing a special conference in honor of Douglass North’s work to be held at GMU in March 
2018 with Barry Weingast of Stanford and Lee Alston of Indiana and jointly with the Mercatus Center.

Articles

Nye, John V. C., Maksym Bryukhanov, Ekaterina Kochergina, Ekaterina Orel, Sergiy Polyachenko, and Maria 
Yudkevich (2017). "The Effects of Prenatal Testosterone on Wages: Evidence from Russia." Economics & 
Human Biology 24(C): 43-60.

Nye, John V. C., and Desiree Desierto (2017). “The Market for Illegal Goods in the Presence of Corruption.” 
Journal of Institutional and Theoretical Economics.

John Nye
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Focus on Faculty

In 2016 I published two papers. I also presented my working paper on 
“Negative Shocks and Mass Persecutions: Evidence from the Black Death” at 
Yale and in Montreal for the Colloque CIREQ d’économie appliquée. I also 
presented that paper at the Economic History Society meetings (London) and 
the Southern Economic Association meetings (DC). I presented another paper 
on “Jewish Communities and City Growth in Pre-Industrial Europe” at the 
Economic History Association meetings (Denver), at Humboldt University 
(Berlin), and for the IOEA Summer Institute (Corsica).

I was pleased to sign a contract with Cambridge University Press for my book 
with Mark Koyama on Persecution and Toleration: The Long Road to Religious Freedom. The final draft is 
due in September 2017. I also presented parts of the book for IHS in their lunch seminar.

I enjoyed being a visitor at Hebrew University in Jerusalem for two weeks, where I worked with colleagues 
to finish up on a paper on “The Effects of Land Redistribution: Evidence from the French Revolution.”

I continued to be an organizer for the Washington Area Economic History Seminar. We were lucky to host 
talks at GMU from Joel Mokyr, Debin Ma, and Noel Maurer. I also continued to co-organize the biannual 
Economic History Workshop. We held one session in August and another in January. They were both great 
successes.

Finally, I had a lot of fun being part of the plenary panel for the session on the “Legacy of Douglass North” 
at the Atlantic Economics Association meetings in DC.

Articles

Johnson, N. D., and M. Koyama. “States and Economic Growth: Capacity and Constraints.” In Explorations in 
Economic History.

Johnson, N. D., and M. Koyama.  “Jewish Communities and City Growth in Pre-Industrial Europe” in the 
Journal of Development Economics.

Noel Johnson

Leeson (continued)

Books

Leeson, Peter T. (2017). WTF?!: An Economic Tour of the Weird. 1st edition. Stanford, CA: Stanford 
Economics and Finance.

Articles and Chapters

“Witch Trials” (with J. Russ). Economic Journal, forthcoming. 

“Economic Origins of the No-Fault Divorce Revolution” (with J. Pierson), European Journal of Law and 
Economics 43(3) 2017: 419–39. 

WTF?! An Economic Tour of the Weird. Stanford: Stanford University Press, forthcoming. 
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David Levy’s peaceful transition from working on Escape for Democracy to 
working on a documentary history of the Virginia school was interrupted by 
the remarkable attack, both personal and positional, on James Buchanan, 
friend and mentor, in Nancy MacLean’s Democracy in Chains. This attack is 
embedded in what has become a very widely held view of neoliberalism in 
which it is acceptable to impose the economic theory of markets on people 
regardless of their consent.  There are thinkers who do believe in such a 
doctrine. Thus, Thomas Carlyle in his 1849 “Occasional Discourse on the 
Negro Question” inferred from the fact that the former Jamaican slaves 
refused to engage in an efficient means of producing spices, they ought to be 
re-enslaved.  The immediate response from John Stuart, exactly what one 

would expect from a real liberal, is that the issue is happiness and consent, not spice production. 

As Mill said earlier in an entirely austere context, society can divide our resources as we wish, but the 
consequences will follow whether we wish them or not.  When economists stopped doing history of 
economics, we left our past to the kindness of the enemies of economics. It took a long time to give context 
for the “dismal science” — the first appearance is in “Negro Question” — no doubt it will take a long time 
to give context for “neoliberalism.” Where we will start is with the 1963 secret report that led to the 
destruction of the Virginia school at the University of Virginia and labeled the group “neoliberal.” 

Books 

Escape from Democracy: The Role of Experts and the Public in Economic Policy, with Sandra Peart, 
Cambridge University Press. 

Articles

“Gordon Tullock’s Ill-fated Appendix ‘Flatland Revisited,’” with Sandra Peart. Constitutional Political 
Economy March 2017, 28(1): 18–34.

“Limits on the Application of Motivational Homogeneity in the Work of James Buchanan and the Virginia 
School.” Tensions in the Political Economy Project of James Buchanan. 2018.

“Theorizing about Human Capacity: A View from the Nineteenth Century,” with Sandra Peart. In The Ethics 
of Ability and Enhancement, edited by Jessica Flanigan and Terry L. Price. 2018.

David Levy
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Yong Yoon has continued to work on three areas of his research agenda: 
increasing returns, anticommons, and applying economic theory to the 
transformation of Japan and other nations by Western thoughts.

His paper “Buchanan on Increasing Returns and Anticommons” appears in the 
journal Constitutional Public Economy 23(3).  He presented “Federalism and 
Anticommons” (with Richard Wagner) at the Public Choice meetings in New 
Orleans in March 2016. 

Yong also visited Keio University as a visiting professor, during May 22 
through June 19, 2017. During this visit, he gave a seminar at Keio Economic Society. Based on his 
research at Keio, he is working on a draft entitled “Liberalism in Japan.”

His working papers include “Monopsony in Anticommons,” which analyzes the monopsony power of the 
innovators, and “Fukuzawa Yukichi: Liberalism in Japan.” 

He gave four lectures on the “Political Economy of the Modern Japan,” June 22 – July 13. 

Articles:

“Buchanan on Increasing Returns and Anticommons.” Constitutional Public Economy 23(3).  
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Yong Yoon

Mark Koyama had seven papers published or accepted for publication in 
2016–17, in journals such as the Journal of Development Economics, 
International Economic Review, Economic Journal, and Explorations in 
Economic History. He presented his work at various universities: including 
Harvard, Brown, Northwestern, Rochester, Stanford, Rutgers, Hebrew 
University, Ben-Gurion, Hitotsubashi University, University of Mississippi, and 
Wake Forest. During the year he also presented his work at a number of 
conferences including the NBER Summer Institute, Barcelona GSE Summer 
Forum, and the Cliometrics Conference among others. 

His research trips to Singapore (NUS) and Japan (Hitotsubashi University) gave him time to work with his 
coauthors on several new projects. Dr. Koyama was also the program chair for ASREC, which was held in 
Boston in February 2017 and was extremely well attended and successful.

Articles

“States and Economic Growth: Capacity and Constraints,” with Noel D. Johnson, Explorations in Economic 
History 64(2): 1–20. April 2017.

“Education, Identity and Community: Lessons from Jewish Emancipation,” with Jean-Paul Carvalho and 
Michael Sacks, Public Choice 171(1): 119–43.  April 2017.

“Unified China; Divided Europe,” with Chiu Yu Ko and Tuan-Hwee Sng. International Economic Review. 
Forthcoming.

Mark Koyama 
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Thomas Stratmann worked on several projects in public choice. He 
developed a field experiment analyzing the effectiveness of robocalls on voter 
turnout. His findings showed that contrary to previous work in this area of 
research, robocalls were effective in increasing voter turnout. He also 
continued his lab work on experimental public choice. In one of his 
experiments, he studied whether voters are willing to incur the cost of voting 
to simply punish incumbents who did not keep their election promises. In 
another experiment, he studied whether there is evidence of "amoral" 
behavior when voters have a more-than-proportional vote on committees. 

Using field data, Dr. Stratmann also studied the impact of interest group pressure on state regulatory 
behavior, analyzing Certificate of Need laws in health care. He also had an active research agenda in the 
area of law and economics. He studied the effect of new technologies such as improved 911 response 
times due to cell phones. During the previous academic year, Dr. Stratmann published articles in areas of 
public choice and applied microeconomics. 

Articles

Armor, David, Chenna R. Cotla, and Thomas Stratmann (2017). “Spurious Relationships from Aggregate 
Variables in Linear Regression Models.” Quality & Quantity.

Maaser, Nicola, and Thomas Stratmann (2016). “Distributional Consequences of Political Representation.” 
European Economic Review.

Russ, Jacob W., and Thomas Stratmann (2017). “Divided Interests: The Increasing Detrimental 
Fractionation of Indian Land Ownership.” In Unlocking the Wealth of Indian Nations, edited by Terry L. 
Anderson. Lexington Books.

Stratmann, Thomas, and David Hendregen. “Adverse vs. Advantageous Selection in Life Insurance 
Markets.” Economic Inquiry. 

Stratmann, Thomas, and J. W. Verret. “The Effect of Citizen United on Stock Returns.” Journal of Law and 
Economics. 

Stratmann, Thomas, Dan Houser, and Sandra Ludwig. “Does Deceptive Advertising Reduce Political 
Participation? Theory and Evidence.” Economic Inquiry.

Stratmann, Thomas, and Matt Mitchell. “A Tragedy of the Anticommons: Local Option Taxation and Cell 
Phone Tax Bills.” Public Choice.

Stratmann, Thomas, and John W. Welborn (2016). “Informed Short Selling, Fails-to-Deliver, and Abnormal 
Returns.” Journal of Empirical Finance.
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Alex Tabarrok: I had a wonderful half-year sabbatical this year, spending the 
time in Mumbai, India, as a resident senior fellow of the IDFC Institute. As 
senior fellow, I participated in research on land-development issues and 
crime. I also gave talks throughout India, including in Delhi at the Brookings 
Institution-India on “The Online Education Revolution and India.” My 
discussant for this talk was Sh. R. Subrahmanyam, India’s secretary in charge 
of technical education. Members of the prime minister’s office and many 
industry leaders were also present. I also spoke about the prospects for online 
education at the IDFC’s Conversations series in Mumbai. In February I spoke 
at the worldwide meeting for the Asia Liberty Forum on issues of federalism. 
In addition, I was invited to give a number of guest lectures at leading

universities in India including the Narsee Monjee Institute of Management Studies and the Meghnad
Desai Academy of Economics. I also spoke to industry groups such as at 91Springboard, an incubator for 
startups in India.

I continued to write while in India. For example, my piece with Brandon Pizzola contributes to the 
literature on occupational licensing using an unusual case where an occupation, funeral director, was 
delicensed. Using a variety of techniques such as difference in difference, triple-difference, and synthetic 
control we estimate wage premiums and other effects of the delicensing. I also published a short piece in 
the Indian journal Pragati on tourism in India—I am told that this piece received a lot of attention from 
top policy makers in India. A selection of pieces follows.

Marginal Revolution University also continues to be very successful. It’s gratifying to receive emails from 
students all over the world who are using the MRU materials. In India, I also made a number of 
educational videos which will appear over the coming year.

Articles

Pizzola, Brandon, and Alexander Tabarrok (2017). “Occupational Licensing Causes a Wage Premium: 
Evidence from a Natural Experiment in Colorado’s Funeral Services Industry.” International Review of Law 
and Economics 50: 50–59.  

Tabarrok, Alexander (2017). “Is the FDA in Need of a Major Change in the Way It Regulates?” Biostatistics.

Tabarrok, Alexander (2017). “Let the World In : Tourism in India.” Pragati, March. 
https://www.thinkpragati.com/opinion/937/let-the-world-in/.

Media

The Wall Street Journal, the New York Times, the Economist, and many others.

Blog

Marginal Revolution, with Tyler Cowen. http://www.marginalrevolution.com

Online-education website

MRUniversity, with Tyler Cowen. http://mruniversity.com/
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Tyler Cowen: This year I published The Complacent Class: The Self-Defeating 
Quest for the American Dream, with St. Martin’s Press.  The book has received 
extensive write-ups and reviews from most major media outlets, most 
prominently The Financial Times, The Washington Post, and The Economist, as 
well as being covered several times by NPR and many other radio and TV 
stations, including a forthcoming CNN segment.  The book has been covered 
extensively in the foreign press as well, ranging from China to France to 
Switzerland to Korea.

After a soft launch, I formally and fully published a book on-line, Stubborn 
Attachments: A Vision for a Society of Free, Prosperous, and Responsible Individuals.  This book represents 
my thoughts on the philosophic foundations of a free society and I have been working on it, on and off, for 
almost twenty years.

I have additional translations coming out in China, including my earlier book on arts funding.  I believe six 
of my books have come out in China over the last two years, and I am working hard at building up a 
reputation in what is surely the world’s (long-term) #2 market for recognition in economics.  

Alex Tabarrok and I are on the verge of finishing work on the fourth edition of our Modern Principles: 
Microeconomics, and also Macroeconomics, with Freeman Worth Macmillan, due out very soon.  This text 
is not just a rehash of the other books on the market but rather it attempts a comprehensive statement of 
macroeconomics from a “GMU point of view.”  

After ten years at The New York Times, I have moved to Bloomberg View, where I publish a column twice a 
week.  For a full listing and reproduction of these, see the tab on the left hand side of 
www.marginalrevolution.com.

I continued the Conversations with Tyler series, bringing to GMU Jhumpa Lahiri, Malcolm Gladwell, Ben 
Sasse, Edward Luce, and other prominent names, in addition to recording off-site with Atul Gawande, Jill 
Lepore, and Raj Chetty, in podcast, video, and text versions.  This series has received coverage in virtually 
every major media outlet and has received over a million hits on-line.

My students Eli Dourado, James Broughel, and Sarah Oh all finished this last year, and they all have good 
jobs.

Books: 

Cowen, Tyler. 2017. The Complacent Class: The Self-Defeating Quest for the American Dream. St. Martin’s 
Press.

Cowen, Tyler. 2017. Stubborn Attachments: A Vision for a Society of Free, Prosperous, and Responsible 
Individuals.

Media:

The New York Times, the Economist, the Wall Street Journal, the Washington Post, the Financial Times, NPR, 
and many others.

Tyler Cowen
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Ron Heiner continued his research on the evolution of cooperation, 
combining standard game theory with signal-detection theory from 
behavioral psychology. He is currently finishing a book titled Cooperation in 
Prisoners' Dilemmas: The Critical Case of One-Shot Interactions (World 
Scientific Press). During last year, Dr. Heiner solved certain problems about 
how to combine signal-detection analysis with standard game theory. 

Standard game theory assumes individual players of a given type will behave 
in the same way — including all the contingent cooperators in a larger 
population that also includes always-defecting players. However, an individual 

player could still behave contingently (and thus is still part of the contingently cooperative 
subpopulation) — yet reduce its probability of cooperating — by choosing to detect signals from its 
partner more cautiously than another contingent cooperator. 

Such a more cautious contingent cooperator may also have higher expected payoff than less cautious ones 
(causing more cautious contingent cooperators to grow faster than less cautious ones) — thereby 
destabilizing behavior within the contingently cooperative subpopulation. Eventually, such instability 
might lead all the contingent cooperators to become totally cautious and thereby never cooperate. Similar 
"unraveling" within a given subpopulation is possible in many game theory models (an unsolved issue in 
standard literature). 

Dr. Heiner has developed a more general version of signal-detection theory — allowing for 
simultaneously shifting signal distributions — caused by choosing to detect signals more cautiously, as 
noted above. On the other hand, standard signal-detection theory assumes players' signal distributions 
remain fixed as they vary their degree of caution in detecting signals. 

The generalized signal-detection analysis implies there will always exist a unique Nash equilibrium 
within the contingently cooperative subpopulation: where all contingent cooperators choose to be equally 
cautious in detecting signals from their partners. So no contingent cooperator can benefit from 
unilaterally becoming more cautious in detecting signals. The resulting stable Nash equilibrium among 
contingent cooperators guarantees they will grow until they take over the whole population, eventually 
cooperating at the maximum frequency possible without being outperformed by always-defecting 
players. 

Dr. Heiner is finishing revisions from the editor's comments, about the generalized signal-detection 
analysis and the resulting implications that establish stable cooperation (within the contingently 
cooperative subpopulation) in one-shot prisoners' dilemmas. 

Ron Heiner
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Center Staff

Lisa Hill-Corley supports the main resident faculty at Carow Hall with 
administrative, visitor, and office-manager tasks. She also manages the main 
budget and grants for the center as well as the Wednesday Seminar and the 
website. In addition Lisa coordinated the graduate funding for all of the 
Economics Department in 2016–17.

She also coordinated another successful Outreach Conference in June. This 
year’s conference returned to the Hyatt Arlington in Rosslyn and welcomed 
thirty-eight participants from seventeen states and six countries. 

Here’s to another successful year in 2017–18!

Lisa Hill-Corley



The Public Choice Center 
would like to thank the following contributors:

Capital Group Co. Charitable Foundation

Earhart Foundation

Goodrich Foundation

James C. Miller III (CSPC, Emeritus)

Sarah Scaife Foundation

Thank you for your support 
of the center!
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About the Center

The Center for Study of Public Choice is a unique research institution at George Mason University. It 
provides a single location where eminent scholars conduct innovative research, publish their findings 
and conclusions in a variety of print and electronic media, and teach the science of public choice. The 
center builds on the groundbreaking economic and political science theories for which James Buchanan 
was awarded the Nobel Prize in economics. The center draws both visiting and resident scholars and 
students from all over the world. Its faculty and researchers lecture and conduct seminars locally, across 
the United States, and abroad.

The center serves as the institutional home for the Public Choice Research Program, which has 
developed and matured over the past half century. Created in 1957 at the University of Virginia, the 
center was initially called the Thomas Jefferson Center for Studies in Political Economy. In 1969, the 
center was reconstituted at Virginia Tech under its present name. In 1983, the center shifted its 
operations to George Mason University. The center's alumni include doctoral students from George 
Mason, Virginia Tech, and the University of Virginia. From its historical association with three of 
Virginia's major universities, the center's academic footprint is often dubbed the "Virginia school of 
political economy.”

Public choice scholarship has profoundly influenced thinking in the scientific community and the 
formation of public attitudes. Economics traditionally focuses on the behavior of firms and consumers 
and how individuals interact in market settings. As a research program, public choice extends the tools 
of economics to analyze the behavior of voters, candidates, legislators, bureaucrats, judges, and expert 
economists themselves. Research by scholars at the center also focuses on other nonmarket institutions 
such as religion, the family, clubs, and culture.

Center for Study of Public Choice
George Mason University

4400 University Drive, MS 1D3
Fairfax, VA 22030

Information: (703) 993-2330
Fax: (703) 993-2323

http://www2.gmu.edu/centers/publicchoice

24


