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➢ At a first glance, revolutions and political riots can be seen as special instances or interpretations of a canonical

“threshold public good game”.

« […] a discrete public good is to be provided. Each individual may participate by making a fixed

contribution. If a sufficient number of contributions are made, the good is provided. Otherwise, the good is

not provided. »

ibid, p. 171

➢ Palfrey and Rosenthal (1984) summarize the rules of the game as follows:
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➢ Rewrite the 𝑁-player public good game of Palfrey and Rosenthal (1984) as a continuum-player game, with a unitary

mass of atomistic players, uniformly distributed over the unit interval and indexed by 𝑖 ∈ 0,1 .

➢ As usual in the global-games literature, we indicate “participation” (i.e. “contribute”) with 𝑎𝑖 = 1, and “non-

participation” (i.e. “not contribute”) with 𝑎𝑖 = 0, that is…

𝑎𝑖 = ቐ
1

0

𝑐𝑜𝑛𝑡𝑟𝑖𝑏𝑢𝑡𝑒

𝑛𝑜𝑡 𝑐𝑜𝑛𝑡𝑟𝑖𝑏𝑢𝑡𝑒

➢ The public good is indeed provided if the aggregate participation/contribution

exceeds a known threshold .𝑇 ∈ 0,1 .

𝐴 = න
0

1

𝑎𝑖 d𝑖



➢ All action- and outcome-contingent individual payoffs can be summarized by the following matrix…

𝐴 ≥ 𝑇 𝐴 < 𝑇

𝑎𝑖 = 1

𝑎𝑖 = 0

𝑐𝑜𝑛𝑡𝑟𝑖𝑏𝑢𝑡𝑒

𝑛𝑜𝑡 𝑐𝑜𝑛𝑡𝑟𝑖𝑏𝑢𝑡𝑒

1 − 𝑐 −𝑐

1 0
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… that clearly highlights the fact that participation (i.e. “contribute”) is a – strongly – dominated by non-participation

(i.e. “not contribute”).

Free-riding 

prevails in 

equilibrium!



➢ Do hard evidence support the theory when its prediction is tested against historical records ?

➢ If revolutions and, more generally, political rioting are to be examined through the lenses of threshold public good

games then, broadly speaking, what we should expect is that:

« if (i) prospective rioters are assumed (instrumentally) rational, and (ii) the change in individual welfare induced 

by a change of regime is symmetric across rioters and (iii) outcome-contingent but not action-contingent, then 

NO RIOT SHOULD EVER OCCUR. »



➢ Do hard evidence support the theory when its prediction is tested against historical records ?

➢ If revolutions and, more generally, political rioting are to be examined through the lenses of threshold public good

games then, broadly speaking, what we should expect is that:

« if (i) prospective rioters are assumed (instrumentally) rational, and (ii) the change in individual welfare induced 

by a change of regime is symmetric across rioters and (iii) outcome-contingent but not action-contingent, then 

NO RIOT SHOULD EVER OCCUR. »

➢ What’s wrong, then, with the public-good-theory of revolutions?

NO, of course!



THREE APPROACHES

« if (i) prospective rioters are assumed (instrumentally) rational, and (ii) the change in individual welfare induced 

by a change of regime is symmetric across rioters and (iii) outcome-contingent but not action-contingent, then 

NO RIOT SHOULD EVER OCCUR. »

➢ What’s wrong, then, with the public-good-theory of revolutions?



THREE APPROACHES

Prospective rioters are 

NOT COMPLETELY RATIONAL 

either as individuals or as a group (or both)

« if (i) prospective rioters are assumed (instrumentally) rational, and (ii) the change in individual welfare induced 

by a change of regime is symmetric across rioters and (iii) outcome-contingent but not action-contingent, then 

NO RIOT SHOULD EVER OCCUR. »

➢ What’s wrong, then, with the public-good-theory of revolutions?

Social and/or group psychology



THREE APPROACHES

Prospective rioters are 

NOT COMPLETELY RATIONAL 

either as individuals or as a group (or both)

The welfare effects of a regime change are 

NOT ENTIRELY OUTCOME-CONTINGENT

for some are (in part) action-contingent

« if (i) prospective rioters are assumed (instrumentally) rational, and (ii) the change in individual welfare induced 

by a change of regime is symmetric across rioters and (iii) outcome-contingent but not action-contingent, then 

NO RIOT SHOULD EVER OCCUR. »

➢ What’s wrong, then, with the public-good-theory of revolutions?

Social and/or group psychology Gordon Tullock, Mankur Olson 

and the «Public Choice» school



THREE APPROACHES

Prospective rioters are 

NOT COMPLETELY RATIONAL 

either as individuals or as a group (or both)

The welfare effects of a regime change are 

NOT ENTIRELY OUTCOME-CONTINGENT

for some are (in part) action-contingent

The welfare effects of a regime change are 

NOT SYMMETRIC ACROSS RIOTERS

for preferences are heterogenenous

« if (i) prospective rioters are assumed (instrumentally) rational, and (ii) the change in individual welfare induced 

by a change of regime is symmetric across rioters and (iii) outcome-contingent but not action-contingent, then 

NO RIOT SHOULD EVER OCCUR. »

➢ What’s wrong, then, with the public-good-theory of revolutions?

Social and/or group psychology Tipping point and threshold modelsGordon Tullock, Mankur Olson 

and the «Public Choice» school



THREE APPROACHES

Prospective rioters are 

NOT COMPLETELY RATIONAL 

either as individuals or as a group (or both)

The welfare effects of a regime change are 

NOT ENTIRELY OUTCOME-CONTINGENT

for some are (in part) action-contingent

The welfare effects of a regime change are 

NOT SYMMETRIC ACROSS RIOTERS

for preferences are heterogenenous

« if (i) prospective rioters are assumed (instrumentally) rational, and (ii) the change in individual welfare induced 

by a change of regime is symmetric across rioters and (iii) outcome-contingent but not action-contingent, then 

NO RIOT SHOULD EVER OCCUR. »

➢ What’s wrong, then, with the public-good-theory of revolutions?

Social and/or group psychology Gordon Tullock, Mankur Olson 

and the «Public Choice» school

Tipping point and threshold models

Mark Granovetter (1978)

Thomas Schelling (1971,-72,-73)



The welfare effects of a regime change are 

NOT ENTIRELY OUTCOME-CONTINGENT

for some are (in part) action-contingent

The welfare effects of a regime change are 

NOT SYMMETRIC ACROSS RIOTERS

for preferences are heterogenenous

« if (i) prospective rioters are assumed (instrumentally) rational, and (ii) the change in individual welfare induced 

by a change of regime is symmetric across rioters and (iii) outcome-contingent but not action-contingent, then 

NO RIOT SHOULD EVER OCCUR. »

➢ What’s wrong, then, with the public-good-theory of revolutions?

Gordon Tullock, Mankur Olson 

and the «Public Choice» school

Tipping point and threshold models

GLOBAL GAMES OF REGIME CHANGE
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Thomas Schelling (1971,-72,-73)
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➢ Granovetter (1978) outlines an elegant dynamic model of participation into riots that hinges on non-microfunded

individual preferences. In a nuthshell:

« Different individuals require different levels of safety before entering a riot and also vary in the benefits

they derive from rioting. The crucial concept for describing such variation among individuals is that of

“threshold”. A person’s threshold for joining the riot is defined here as the proportion of the group he

would have to see join before he would do so. A “radical” will have a low threshold. […] Some would be

sufficiently radical to have a threshold of zero % – people who will riot even when no one else does. These

are the “instigators”. Conservatives will have high thresholds: the benefits of rioting are small or negative

to them and the consequences of arrest high since they are likely to be “respectable citizens” rather than

“known rabble-rousers”. »

ibid, p. 1422

➢ The model builds heavily on Schelling’s models of segregation and on the related notion of “tipping point”.



➢ The initial condition for the aggregate participation is 𝐴0 = 0.

➢ The model is dynamic: in each period 𝑡 = 1,2, … ,+∞

❑ each player observes the aggregate action of the previous period 𝐴𝑡−1, and…

❑ …decides whether or not to join the riot to maximize his/her utility

❑ the decision to join is irreversible, i.e. rioters remains active until the riot ends.

𝑢 𝑎𝑖 𝑡 , 𝑥𝑖 , 𝐴 𝑡 = 𝑎𝑖 𝑡 𝐴 𝑡 − 𝑥𝑖

➢ Each player’s “type” is summarized by a unidimensional statistic 𝑥𝑖 ∈ 𝑋 ⊇ 0,1 , distributed according to a PDF 𝑓 ⋅

common knowledge among all players.



➢ It is immediate to check that, for every 𝑡, a player defines his/her (optimal) course of action according to the rule

➢ Note that a necessary condition for a riot to occur is that 𝑓 0 > 0, i.e. there must be some «instigators» for the

participation cascade to start.

➢ Aggregate participation 𝐴𝑡 therefore evolves in time according to the following law of motion

𝐴∗ 𝑡 + 1 = 𝐹 𝐴∗ 𝑡

where 𝐹 ⋅ is the CDF of types 𝑥𝑖.

𝑎𝑖
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Hence, it also holds that 𝐹 0 > 0.
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➢ Note that the necessary condition 𝐹 0 > 0 is almost equivalent to the requirement that there exsists a lower

dominance region…

𝐹 0
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