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Abstract I construct a game-theoretic model in which people have prefer-
ences over two issues, but in which people rationally and endogenously choose
to reveal their preferences over only one of them, leaving the other private
and irrelevant for political action. In this way, people “construct” the political
sphere to include one issue and not the other.
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1 Introduction

The most obvious kind of political activity is people contesting the issues of
the day. But at a deeper level, profound political changes have resulted not
from electoral or legislative contests but from broad changes in what issues
are considered political, changes in the “dimensions” of the sphere of political
activity. For example, recently we have seen the emergence of issues of gender
and sexual orientation, which were previously considered completely private
matters. In this paper, I use a game theoretic model to show how people ratio-
nally and endogenously “construct” the political sphere so that some issues are
politicized and some are not.

To understand how an issue becomes politicized, in other words how a polit-
ical “interest” forms and how people form a collective identity in fighting for
that interest, it might seem that rational choice methods are not appropriate,
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simply because rational choice models start with individuals whose identities
and interests are already defined. In fact, some observers see this as one of the
defining limitations of rational choice theory. For example, Wendt (1994, p. 394)
argues that “the essence of rationalism. . . is that the identities and interests
that constitute games are exogenous and constant. Rationalism has many uses
and virtues, but its conceptual tool kit is not designed to explain identities and
interests, the reproduction and/or transformation of which is a key determinant
of structural change.” Correspondingly, most approaches to this issue explicitly
avoid the framework of rational choice. Simon (1985, p. 303) says that “the
theory of the generation of alternatives deserves, and requires, a treatment
that is just as definitive and thorough as the treatment we give to the theory
of choice among prespecified alternatives” and suggests an approach based on
“human bounded rationality,” including “attention directing, situation defining,
and evoking.” Similarly, Bourdieu (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992, p. 126) writes
that “the individual is always, whether he likes it or not, trapped—save to the
extent that he becomes aware of it—‘within the limits of his brain,’ as Marx
said, that is, within the limits of the system of categories he owes to his upbring-
ing and training.” The term “preference formation,” which is understood to
be an entirely extrarational process, also sometimes comes up in this context.
For example, Thelen and Steinmo (1992, p. 9) find that the “core difference
between rational choice institutionalism and historical institutionalism lies in
the question of preference formation, whether treated as exogenous (rational
choice) or endogenous (historical institutionalism).” Similarly, Legro (1996,
p. 118) recommends a “two-step” approach: “one step involves the formation
of preferences of actors, the second, interaction among actors that leads to an
outcome.”

The main motivation for this paper therefore is to see if rational choice
theory can help look at an issue considered by some to be beyond its scope.
Another is to show that social construction of the political sphere, the polit-
icization of some issues and not others, can in some limited form arise even
in the stark conceptual world of completely rational and asocialized actors.
Richer understandings of human thought, action, and historical processes are
obviously invaluable in understanding social construction, but are not logically
necessary to demonstrate its existence and suggest a mechanism by which it
occurs. The goal here is obviously not to posit some overarching theory of how
the political sphere is constructed, but to model a very limited aspect of it in a
context which is simple and not too strained. Methodologically speaking, I want
to suggest that the entrenched dichotomy between “constructivist” and “ratio-
nalist” approaches to political action should not be so easily accepted (see also
Clark 1998).

This paper is not the first attempt along these lines: Riker (1984, 1986)
coined the term “heresthetics” to refer to techniques of political manipula-
tion in which, for example, by politicizing a new issue, a politician splits her
opposition and thereby emerges victorious. The emergence and politicization
of a new issue is thus understood as a maneuver by a skilled politician who
can forsee a tactical advantage. My paper focuses on politicization not as a



Dimensions of the political sphere 207

tactical maneuver but as the formation of a collective interest, the emergence
of “collective consciousness.” In Riker’s examples, an unpoliticized issue is an
issue which does not give anyone any tactical advantage; in our model, an
unpoliticized issue is a “hidden” issue upon which no political action can
possibly be based. Bawn (1999) presents a model in which people act politi-
cally on issues which do not affect them directly (for example, civilians caring
about gays in the military) because of “ideology”: they belong to a coalition
which understands it as their “collective” interest. Bawn’s model illustrates
social construction in coalition politics: what exactly an ideology is, and what
coalition it supports, is to some extent arbitrary and does not follow directly
from individual self-interest. My paper focuses on the informational basis be-
hind coalitional action, and models explicitly the communicative process by
which an individual tries to politicize a given issue and the incentives she
has for doing so. Several papers model how office-seeking candidates choose
whether to make their own positions public or leave them ambiguous (for
example, Shepsle 1972; McKelvey 1980; Glazer 1990). In these papers, risk
preferences of voters and candidates are crucial: for example, if voters are
risk-loving, then they would prefer a candidate who has an uncertain position.
In my paper, there are no candidates, people choose the policy directly, and
any person can try to make an issue salient. Berliant and Konishi (2004) pres-
ent a model in which candidates generally want to make their own positions
completely unambiguous, and conclude that departing from the standard ex-
pected utility framework is necessary to understand why some issues do not
become salient. In my paper, we remain within the standard expected utility
framework.

Ever since Marx’s observation that even though French peasants all share
the same material interests, they form a class only to the extent that potatoes in
a sack form a sack of potatoes (see Elster 1985, p. 345), it has been recognized
that many people simply having the same preferences on an issue is not enough
to make that issue politically relevant or give that group of people a political
identity. What is also necessary is “class consciousness,” which includes at the
very least the realization among a group of people that they all share a common
interest. Even if everyone in a group shares a common interest, that group
cannot collectively act until each member of the group knows that her own
interests are commonly shared (see more generally Chwe 2001). Our extremely
simple model of how an issue is politicized, of “consciousness raising,” relies
on a “discursive process” in which people simply tell each other what their
preferences are.

The model here tries to be as simple as possible. We start with three people,
each having preferences over two issues; thus the “issue space” has two dimen-
sions. Each person has an “ideal point” and wants the policy, chosen by majority
rule, to be as close to her ideal point as possible; this is the standard “spatial
model.” However, at the start of the game, each person only knows his own
ideal point. Before voting, people choose whether to publicly reveal their ideal
points, either fully, partially, or not at all. Fully revealing one’s ideal point means
revealing both coordinates, so that people know one’s preferences over both



208 M. S.-Y. Chwe

issues. Partially revealing it means revealing only one coordinate, so that people
know one’s preferences on only one issue and not the other. There are sev-
eral “rounds” of revelations, which allow each person to respond with further
revelations. After this process of communication, people vote. Thus, people
reveal their preferences in anticipation of how this will affect the final vote.

There exists a “full revelation” equilibrium in which everyone immediately
fully reveals their preferences, and this might be considered the “standard” case.
However, there exists another “partial revelation” equilibrium, which inciden-
tally gives everyone a higher ex ante expected utility, in which everyone at first
reveals their preferences on only one issue (for example, the first). If everyone’s
preferences on this issue are alike, then there are no further revelations and
voting is unanimous and concerns this issue alone. If preferences on this issue
are not alike, that is if there is a minority whose preferences differ from the
majority, then everyone reveals their preferences on the other issue also.

This equilibrium, in which information is only partially revealed at the start,
illustrates social construction in the following sense. If, after everyone reveals
their preferences on the first issue, there is unanimous agreement, then the
second issue is not “politicized” and preferences along this dimension have
absolutely no impact on the vote; it is as if the second issue does not exist.
Each person of course has a preference on the second issue, but no one acts
on it because no one knows whether her preference is shared by anyone else.
In this equilibrium, the reason that a person does not deviate and announce
her preference on the second issue is that if she does so, the other people
will be “forced” to reveal theirs, which might lead to her no longer being
part of a majority. Voting is thus limited by the limited information people
have about each other; one issue is present in the “public sphere” while the
other is not. But this limited information results from their own purposeful
actions (their limited revelations); it is something they actively and rationally
constructed.

This is not a model of preference formation; here a person’s preferences are
fixed at the beginning and never change. However, some preferences become
relevant for political decision making and others do not. Which interests are
relevant for political decision making, and people’s “identities” as majority or
minority, are determined by what people know about the preferences of oth-
ers. What people know about the preferences of others is endogenously and
rationally limited by people’s discursive actions; people rationally construct the
political sphere to include one issue and not the other.

2 The model

We have three people and two issues. Each person has a “for” or “against” pref-
erence on each issue: “for” or “against” abortion rights, or “less” or “more”
defense spending, for example. As in the standard spatial model, we have an
“issue space” with two dimensions (since there are two issues), and each per-
son’s ideal point is a point in {(0, 0), (0, 2), (2, 0), (2, 2)}, as shown in Fig. 1. For
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example, a person with ideal point (0, 0) might be a person who is for abortion
rights and less defense spending, and a person with ideal point (2, 0) would be a
person who is against abortion rights and supports less defense spending. Each
of the four possible ideal points are equally likely. Initially, each person knows
only her own ideal point. The three people decide what policy to implement in
the following manner, which begins with a “revelation” stage and ends with a
“voting” stage.

First, in the “revelation” stage, each person simultaneously reveals something
about her ideal point; a person might reveal his preference on one issue, such as
“the first coordinate of my ideal point is 0” (“I support abortion rights”) or “the
second coordinate of my ideal point is 2” (“I support more defense spending”),
information on both issues, such as “My ideal point is (0, 2)” (“I support abor-
tion rights and more defense spending”) or no information at all. After this first
round of revelations, with some small probability ε, the revelation stage ends.
Otherwise, there is a second round in which people again can simultaneously
make further revelations. With probability ε, the revelation stage ends after
this second round; otherwise, there is a third round, and so forth. It is assumed
that people cannot lie (all revelations are truthful) and once some information
is revealed, it is revealed forever and cannot be “taken back.” Eventually the
revelation stage ends.

The people then enter the final “voting” stage. One person, randomly
selected, makes a proposal among any of the nine possible locations
{(0, 0), (0, 1), (0, 2), (1, 0), (1, 1), (1, 2), (2, 0), (2, 1), (2, 2)}. The other two people
then simultaneously vote for or against the proposal. If at least one person votes
for the proposal, then the proposal has majority backing and is implemented.
If both people vote against the proposal, then no proposal is implemented. For
simplicity’s sake, there are no further proposals; there is only one round of
voting.

If the policy implemented is distance d away from a person’s ideal point,
that person gets utility w(d), which decreases in d (each person prefers that the
implemented policy be as close to his ideal point as possible). We normalize
w(0) = 0 and w(1) = −1. If no policy is implemented, then everyone gets the
“default” payoff of z. We assume that w(

√
2) > z > w(2); in other words, a per-

son would rather have a policy implemented at distance
√

2 away than no policy
implemented at all, but would rather have no policy than one which is distance
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Fig. 2 Possible w(
√

2), w(2)

which satisfy the assumptions -5 -1

-5

w(√2)

w(2)

Fig. 3 An example w(d)

and z
1 √2 2

z = –4.5

-10

0 √5 √8

w(d)

d

2 away. We have three further assumptions: (i) z < −4, (ii) w(
√

2) > z/4 − 3/4,
and (iii) w(2) < −9/2.

Many possible w(
√

2), w(2), and z satisfy these assumptions. Figure 2 shows
possible w(

√
2), w(2), and one can find a possible z by choosing a number slightly

greater than w(2).
A convenient piecewise linear example, as shown in Fig. 3, is w(d) = −d if

d ≤ 7/5 and w(d) = 7 − 6d if d > 7/5, and z = −4.5.
Having one’s ideal point implemented is the best possible outcome; having

a policy implemented which is only distance 1 away is also pretty good. The
“complete compromise” outcome (1, 1), which is distance

√
2 away from any

ideal point, is not as good, but better than having no policy at all implemented,
in which case everyone gets z. The drop in utility from distance

√
2 to 2, how-

ever, is substantial. Since w(0) = 0, w(1) = −1, and w(2) < −9/2, a person is
risk averse, preferring an outcome at distance 1 with certainty over the lottery
of an outcome at distance 0 with probability 1/2 and an outcome at distance 2
with probability 1/2.
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What people do in the voting stage, particularly which proposal is chosen,
depends on what people know about each others’ preferences. Thus when
revealing their preferences, people think ahead as to what impact it will have
on the further revelations of other people and finally on the voting stage. This is
an extensive form game with incomplete information, and we use the standard
concept of perfect Bayesian equilibrium. That is, we start by figuring out what
happens at the voting stage, and work our way backward to determine what
happens in the revelation stage.

3 The voting stage

The subgame at the voting stage is an extensive form game of incomplete infor-
mation, where the kind of incomplete information depends on what happened
in the revelation stage. If a person has revealed that the first coordinate of his
ideal point is 2, we write this as (2, X). If a person has fully revealed his ideal
point as (0, 0), we write this as (0, 0). If a person has not revealed anything about
his location, we write this as (X, X). Thus we can denote a voting stage subgame
as V(r1, r2, r3), where ri ∈ {0, 2, X}2.

Strictly speaking, V(r1, r2, r3) is not a proper subgame unless there are no
Xs in r1, r2, r3; that is, unless all information has been revealed (and hence
the subgame is a complete information game). This is because, for example,
player 1 when facing the game V((X, 2), (0, X), (X, X)), must have beliefs on
whether player 2’s ideal point is (0, 0) or (0, 2), and these beliefs might depend
on player 2’s previous moves earlier in the game. Throughout, we assume that
when a person’s location is not fully revealed, the prior beliefs are such that
all ideal points consistent with the revelations are equally likely. For example,
in game V((X, 2), (0, X), (X, X)), person 2’s ideal point is (0, 0) with proba-
bility 1/2 and (0, 2) with probability 1/2, and person 3’s ideal point is each
of the four locations with probability 1/4. When we consider the revelation
stage in the next section, this assumption will remain valid in the equilibria we
consider.

The subgame V(r1, r2, r3) is particularly simple in that incomplete informa-
tion affects only the person who makes the proposal. The other two players
simply vote for or against the proposal; whether they know anyone else’s
ideal point does not affect their decision. For these two players, a weakly
dominant strategy is simply to vote for any proposal which is at distance√

2 or less, because of our assumption that w(
√

2) > z. Thus to make a
prediction in subgame V(r1, r2, r3), all we have to do is to consider what
the proposer does. Note that obviously the proposer never makes a pro-
posal which is more than

√
2 away, because the proposal (1, 1) is always

accepted.
The easiest case to figure out is when everyone has fully revealed their pref-

erences and thus D(r1, r2, r3) is a complete information game. Say that person
1 is chosen to be the proposer; some examples are shown below.
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Game Person 1 proposes

V((2,2),(2,2),(2,2)) (2,2)
V((2,2),(2,2),(0,0)) (2,2)
V((2,2),(2,0),(0,0)) (2,1)
V((2,2),(2,0),(2,0)) (2,1)
V((2,2),(2,0),(0,2)) (2,1) or (1,2)
V((2,2),(0,0),(0,0)) (1,1)

If the proposer finds that one or more other people share her preferences
on both issues, as in V((2, 2), (2, 2), (2, 2)) or V((2, 2), (2, 2), (0, 0)), then she
proposes her ideal point and it is implemented. If the proposer finds that
one or more other people share her opinion on the same single issue, as in
V((2, 2), (2, 0), (0, 0)) and V((2, 2), (2, 0), (2, 0)), then she proposes a policy which
implements the majority opinion on that issue but takes a “middle of the road”
position on the other issue. For example, in V((2, 2), (2, 0), (0, 0)), by proposing
(2, 1), person 1 gets person 2’s support; if person 1 were to instead propose her
ideal (2, 2), then person 2 would not vote for it and would prefer not to imple-
ment any policy (since z > w(2)). The interesting case is when the proposer
finds that each other person shares her opinion on one issue, but on different
issues for each (there are “cross cutting majorities”), as in V((2, 2), (2, 0), (0, 2)).
Then the proposer forms a majority on the first issue or on the second issue,
but is indifferent over which issue. In this case, we assume that the proposer
selects randomly, and each of the two proposals are equally likely. Finally, if the
proposer finds that no one else shares her preference on either issue, then she
proposes the completely “middle of the road” policy of (1, 1); no policy closer
to her ideal point would receive any support.

When preferences have not been completely revealed, things are only slightly
more complicated. As noted before, incomplete information only affects what
the proposer does, since the other two people simply accept or reject the pro-
posal. The only thing that matters is how the proposer’s knowledge of the
others’ ideal points affects her proposal. Remember that our assumption about
prior beliefs is that all ideal points consistent with the revelations are equally
likely.

First consider the cases in which a majority preference is known to exist,
either on both issues or a single issue. Again, say that person 1 is the proposer,
and has ideal point (2, 2).

Game Person 1 proposes

V((2, 2), (2, 2), (X, X)) (2,2)
V((2, 2), (2, X), (2, X)) (2,1)
V((2, 2), (2, X), (X, X)) (2,1)
V((2, 2), (2, X), (X, 0)) (2,1)
V((2, 2), (2, X), (X, 2)) (2,1) or (1,2)
V((2, 2), (0, X), (0, X)) (1,1)
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If the proposer knows that one other person shares her ideal point, as in
V((2, 2), (2, 2), (X, X)), then the proposer proposes that ideal point and it is
implemented; what the third person’s ideal point is or how he votes is irrelevant.
If the proposer finds that everyone shares her opinion on one issue, and knows
nothing about preferences on the other issue, as in V((2, 2), (2, X), (2, X)), then
she implements the majority opinion on the issue that she knows has majority
support and takes a “middle of the road” position on the other issue. To see
why, note that if person 1 proposes (2, 1) in V((2, 2), (2, X), (2, X)), she gets
w(1) = −1 for sure, since the proposal is surely accepted: regardless of whether
the others have ideal point (2, 0) or (2, 2), they will accept (2, 1). If person 1
proposes (2, 2) instead, then with probability 1/4 the other two people both
have ideal point (2, 0) and will not support the proposal, and person 1 will get
z; with probability 3/4 some other person has ideal point (2, 2) and person 1
will get w(0) = 0 (these probabilities come from our assumption about prior
beliefs, that all ideal points consistent with the revelations are equally likely).
So person 1’s expected utility from proposing (2, 2) is z/4, which by assumption
(i) is less than w(1) = −1. Similarly, in any situation in which the proposer
knows that her opinion is shared by some other person on only one issue, such
as V((2, 2), (2, X), (X, X)) or V((2, 2), (2, X), (X, 0)), the proposer implements a
preference only on that one issue; making a more “aggressive” proposal which
tries to implement her ideal point has at least a probability of 1/4 of not receiv-
ing any support. When the proposer can create two different majorities, one on
the first issue and one on the second issue, as in V((2, 2), (2, X), (X, 2)), then as
before, she is indifferent about which majority to create and we assume that
both are equally likely. Finally, when a majority preference is known to exist on
one issue, but this preference is not shared by the proposer, then the best the
proposer can do is to propose the complete compromise (1, 1).

Now consider the cases in which a majority preference is not known to exist,
as in the examples below.

Game Person 1 proposes

V((2, 2), (X, X), (X, X)) (1,1)
V((2, 2), (0, X), (X, 0)) (1,1)
V((2, 2), (0, X), (0, 0)) (1,1)

When the proposer knows nothing at all about the others’ preferences, as
in V((2, 2), (X, X), (X, X)), then the proposer has basically three options. The
first is to propose her ideal point, in this case (2, 2); with probability 7/16
someone else has the same ideal point and thus the proposer will get w(0) = 0,
but with probability 9/16 no one will have the same ideal point and the pro-
posal is rejected. So the expected utility from proposing one’s ideal point is
9z/16. The second is to propose her preference on one issue (say the first) but
take a middle position on the second, in this case (2, 1); with probability 3/4
at least one person shares this preference on the first issue and the proposer
gets w(1) = −1, but with probability 1/4 no one shares this preference and
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the proposal is rejected. So the expected utility from proposing a preference
on a single issue is z/4 − 3/4. The third is to propose the complete compro-
mise (1, 1), which is accepted for sure and gives the proposer utility w(

√
2). By

assumption (ii) we have w(
√

2) > z/4 − 3/4 and by assumptions (i) and (ii)
we have w(

√
2) > 9z/16. Hence proposing the compromise (1, 1) yields the

highest expected utility. The utiltiy z of not implementing any policy at all is
sufficiently low as to make the proposer not want to risk it. Finally, when the
proposer knows something about the other’s preferences, but that information
is all unfavorable, as in V((2, 2), (0, X), (X, 0)) and V((2, 2), (0, X), (0, 0)), then
the proposer offers the complete compromise.

To figure out what happens in V(r1, r2, r3) in general, use the following proce-
dure. If the proposer knows that at least one other person shares her preferences
on both issues, then these preferences on both issues are implemented. If the
proposer knows that her preference on one issue is shared by someone else,
then the preference on that one issue is implemented and a middle position is
implemented on the other issue (in the “overlapping majorities” case there are
two possible outcomes, both considered equally likely). If the proposer does
not know that anyone shares her preference on either issue, a middle position
is implemented on both issues.

Of course, when anticipating the voting stage V(r1, r2, r3), a player does
not know who will be the proposer, and calculates his expected utility from
V(r1, r2, r3) knowing that each person will be the proposer with probability 1/3.
As mentioned earlier, if a person turns out to be the proposer, it does not matter
what anyone else knows about his preferences. However, if a person turns out
not to be the proposer, by revealing his preferences, a person thereby “empow-
ers” himself, roughly speaking. If you reveal nothing about your preferences,
no proposer can count on your support and hence no proposer forms a major-
ity with you. If you reveal your preferences on only one issue, a like-minded
proposer can count on your support on that issue but not on the other. Here
implementing a position requires “consciousness raising”: for a position to be
implemented, it is not enough for two people to simply share the same pref-
erence; at least one of them must know that they share the same preference.
Without this knowledge of a commonly shared preference, a person cannot
confidently propose it.

4 The revelation stage

Now that we have made predictions for every possible decision stage, we can
think about what people do in the revelation stage. Recall that in each round,
each person simultaneously reveals something about their type. In general, a
person’s strategy of what to reveal at a given round can depend on a person’s
type and all possible past histories of play. However, for simplicity we con-
sider strategies which depend only on a person’s type and what information
has been already revealed. Of course, when considering whether such sim-
ple strategies might be an equilibrium, we must consider all possible deviant
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strategies, including those which are fully “history-dependent.” Also remember
that once some information has been revealed, it has been revealed “for-
ever” and cannot be taken back. So we write a node of the game tree as
(t1, t2, t3, r1, r2, r3), where t1, t2, t3 ∈ {0, 2}2 are people’s types, and r1, r2, r3 are
the current revelations, where ri ∈ {(ti1, ti2), (t

i
1, X), (X, ti2), (X, X)}. The subgame

which starts at this node (strictly speaking, it is not a proper subgame, since
there is incomplete information about types) we write as C(t1, t2, t3, r1, r2, r3),
or more simply C(t, r). Person i’s action at this subgame we write as f i(t, r). If
ri = (ti1, ti2), person i has already revealed everything and thus can take only
one action; hence f i(t, r) = (ti1, ti2). If ri = (ti1, X), person i, who has revealed
the first coordinate, can either reveal both coordinates or reveal nothing more;
hence f i(t, r) ∈ {(ti1, ti2), (t

i
1, X)}. If ri = (X, ti2), person i, who has revealed

the second coordinate, can either reveal both coordinates or reveal nothing
more; hence f i(t, r) ∈ {(ti1, ti2), (X, ti2)}. Finally, if ri = (X, X), person i has not
yet revealed anything and hence f i(t, r) ∈ {(ti1, ti2), (t

i
1, X), (X, ti2), (X, X)}. With

probability ε, the revelation stage ends and they proceed to the decision stage
D(f 1(t, r), f 2(t, r), f 3(t, r)). With probability 1 − ε, there is another round of rev-
elations and they proceed to the subgame C(t1, t2, t3, f 1(t, r), f 2(t, r), f 3(t, r)).

Even with our simplifying assumptions, there are still many perfect Bayesian
equilibria of this game. We consider just two of them. The first is the “full
revelation” equilibrium.

Result 1 Let f i(t, r) = (ti1, ti2) for all t, r. This is a perfect Bayesian strategy profile
with ex ante expected utility −3/8+w(

√
2)/16+w(2)/12+w(

√
5)/8+w(

√
8)/24.

To verify that this is an equilibrium, one simply must check if someone can
gain by deviating. Say we are at some subgame C(t, r) and say that person 1
is considering whether to deviate. If the revelation stage were to end imme-
diately, given that person 2 and person 3 fully reveal, it is easy to show that
person 1’s best response is to also fully reveal (if he plays (t11, X) or (X, t12), he
gets −7/16 + 5w(

√
2)/48 + w(2)/12 + 7w(

√
5)/48 + w(

√
8)/24, and if he plays

(X, X), he gets −1/3+3w(
√

2)/16+w(2)/12+w(
√

5)/6+w(
√

8)/24, which are
both strictly less than what he gets if he fully reveals). Thus, the only reason that
person 1 might deviate from the equilibrium is if doing so would influence the
revelations of person 2 and person 3 in future rounds. However, since person 2
and person 3 have already fully revealed, for them the game is effectively over;
information once revealed cannot be taken back. So person 1 cannot gain by
deviating.

In this equilibrium, everyone reveals everything immediately. This is natu-
ral, since there does not seem any reason not to reveal your preferences and
“empower” yourself for the decision stage immediately; the more one reveals
about one’s preferences, the more likely it is that someone will make a proposal
counting on your support. In fact, if a given round were certain to be the last, it
would be a weakly dominant strategy to fully reveal in that round.

Does there exist an equilibrium in which people do not immediately reveal
everything? Since full revelation is a weakly dominant strategy if the current
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round were certain to be the last, there would have to be some reason why full
revelation in the current stage might adversely affect people’s actions in future
stages.

It turns out that such a “partial revelation” equilibrium exists (see the appen-
dix for the proof), and gives people a higher ex ante expected utility than the
full revelation equilibrium (it is easy to show this by assumption (iii)).

Result 2 Let

f i(t, r) =

⎧
⎪⎨

⎪⎩

(ti1, X) if r1 = r2 = r3 = (X, X)

or if r1 = r2 = r3 = (t1, X)

(ti1, ti2) otherwise.

This is a perfect Bayesian strategy profile with ex ante expected utility ε(−7/12 +
w(

√
2)/4 + w(

√
5)/6) + (1 − ε)(−9/16 + w(

√
2)/16 + w(2)/24 + w(

√
5)/8 +

w(
√

8)/24).

In other words, person i reveals everything except in two circumstances: if
no one has revealed anything (at the beginning of the game) or if everyone has
revealed preferences only on the first issue and these preferences are unani-
mous. Thus there are two possible equilibrium paths, as shown in the following
table. In the beginning, everyone reveals their preferences only on the first
issue. If these turn out to be unanimous, then there are no further revelations.
If preferences on the first issue turn out not to be unanimous, then everyone
fully reveals in the second round and thereafter.

Round Person 1 Person 2 Person 3
1 (2, X) (2, X) (2, X)

2 (2, X) (2, X) (2, X)

...
...

...
...

Round Person 1 Person 2 Person 3
1 (0, X) (2, X) (2, X)

2 (0,2) (2,2) (2,0)
3 (0,2) (2,2) (2,0)
...

...
...

...

If preferences are unanimous on the first issue, why does a person choose
not to reveal his preference on the second? Say that in the first round, everyone
reveals that the first coordinate of their ideal point is 2. If there are no further
revelations, then whoever becomes the proposer proposes (2, 1) and everyone
gets the payoff w(1) = −1. Does person 1, for example, gain by completely
revealing her ideal point? Say that person 1’s ideal point is (2, 2) and she reveals
this. Given their strategies, person 2 and person 3 thus also fully reveal. To
calculate person 1’s expected utility once everyone fully reveals, we have to
consider the four possible voting games and who will be the proposer, as in the
following table.
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Game Person 1 Person 2 Person 3
proposes proposes proposes

V((2,2),(2,0),(2,0)) (2,1) (2,0) (2,0)
V((2,2),(2,0),(2,2)) (2,2) (2,1) (2,2)
V((2,2),(2,2),(2,0)) (2,2) (2,2) (2,1)
V((2,2),(2,2),(2,2)) (2,2) (2,2) (2,2)

If two people at least have ideal point (2, 2) and a person with ideal point
(2, 2) becomes the proposer, then (2, 2) is implemented and person 1 gets a
payoff of w(0) = 0 (this happens with probability 7/12). If person 2 has ideal
point (2, 2) and person 3 has ideal point (2, 0) (or vice versa) and the person
with ideal point (2, 0) becomes the proposer, then (2, 1) is implemented and
person 1 gets a payoff of w(1) = −1 (this happens with probability 1/6). If
both person 2 and person 3 have ideal point (2, 0) and person 1 becomes the
proposer, then (2, 1) is implemented and person 1 gets a payoff of w(1) = −1
(this happens with probability 1/12). Finally, if both person 2 and person 3 have
ideal point (2, 0) and either person 2 or person 3 becomes the proposer, then
(2, 0) is implemented and person 1 gets a payoff of w(2) (this happens with
probability 1/6). Summing over all these possibilities, if person 1 fully reveals,
and thereby causes everyone else to reveal, she ends up getting an expected
utility of −1/4 + w(2)/6. By assumption (iii), this is less than w(1) = −1, her
utility if she reveals her preferences on only the first issue.

When person 1 fully reveals, the strategy of person 2, for example, is to fully
reveal also. Why is this action reasonable? One way to think about it is that if
person 2 also has ideal point (2, 2), then he will surely reveal this, because if
either person 1 or person 2 becomes the proposer, this would let persons 1 and
2 implement their ideal point (2, 2) and get the best possible payoff (if person
3 becomes the proposer, then person 3 will propose (2, 1) as before). If person
2 has ideal point (2, 0), he might reveal this. But even if he does not, he would
still “signal” this fact because if his ideal point were (2, 2), he would have surely
revealed it. So if person 1 reveals that her ideal point is (2, 2), person 2 (and
similarly person 3) are “forced” into revealing everything also.

In other words, by revealing her preferences on the second issue, person 1
“politicizes” it and makes everyone else reveal their preferences on the second
issue also. Although person 1 might gain from doing this, there is the possibility
that person 2 and person 3 will form their own new majority around both issues
and that one of them will have the power to propose. Payoffs are such that a
person would rather be part of a majority on a single issue than run the risk
of not being in a majority at all. Hence if everyone is part of a majority on the
first issue (in other words, preferences on that issue are unanimous), no one
politicizes the second issue.

To summarize, if preferences on the first issue are unanimous, then everyone
ex ante prefers not politicizing the second issue; no one wants to “rock the boat”
and politicize the second issue for fear of being left out of a majority. Hence at
the start, people try to make this happen by initially only revealing preferences
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on the first issue; no individual wants to ruin things by unnecessarily politicizing
both issues. There is little “downside risk” in partially revealing at the start,
since if preferences on the first issue are not unanimous, everything is soon
revealed anyway.

5 Remarks

Since there exists an equilibrium in which people’s preferences are only par-
tially revealed, it is natural to ask whether there exists an equilibrium in which
preferences are not revealed at all. For example, say each person plays a “trig-
ger” strategy of not revealing anything at first, but revealing fully if anyone
ever reveals anything. If no one reveals anything, then the outcome is the com-
plete compromise (1, 1) and everyone gets w(

√
2); if someone reveals, then the

outcome is the same as the full revelation equilibrium, with expected utility
−3/8 + w(

√
2)/16 + w(2)/12 + w(

√
5)/8 + w(

√
8)/24. Depending on the defini-

tion of w(d), it is possible that this expected utility is less than w(
√

2), and thus
these strategies would be an equilibrium; this is true, for example, when w(d)

is defined as in Figure 3. In such an equilibrium, people are so worried about
being left out of a majority that they do not express any preference at all. How-
ever, if w(d) decreases more slowly, for example if w(

√
2) = −2, w(2) = −5.5,

w(
√

5) = −6, w(
√

8) = −6.5, then this expected utility can be greater than
w(

√
2) and thus the “trigger” strategies are not an equilibrium. Regardless, the

partial revelation equilibrium is always an equilibrium and is always ex ante
better for everyone than the full revelation equilibrium.

Two aspects of our model are crucial. The first is the assumptions on z, the
utility from having no policy implemented, and w(d), a person’s utility as a
function of the distance d between his ideal point and the decision. The utility
z from not having any policy implemented must be sufficiently low as to make
proposers want to offer the complete compromise (0, 0) in the absence of infor-
mation about the others’ preferences. If z were higher, an uninformed proposer
might not mind taking the risk of having no policy implemented, and might pro-
pose her own preference on one or both issues. Our assumption on z ensures
that what people know about each other’s preferences makes a difference in
the voting outcome. Our assumption that w(2) is much worse than w(1) and
w(

√
2) is also important. If w(2) were not much worse than w(1) and w(

√
2),

then people would always reveal everything, hoping to put together a majority
on both issues, undeterred by the possibility of being left out.

The second important aspect of the model is that in the revelation process
there is almost always another round. In other words, when a person reveals
something, there is almost always the chance that others will get to respond
by revelations of their own. If there were a predetermined final round, then
it would be weakly dominant for everyone to reveal everything at the final
round, since there would be no implication for future rounds. This assumption
is not unreasonable, since in “real life” it is almost always possible to respond
to others’ statements.
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The assumption that people can only reveal truthfully is mainly for con-
venience; the consideration of possibly untruthful revelation would be fairly
complicated in our context. It is possible that a person might want to falsify his
revelation (for example, if ideal points are (2, 2), (0, 0), and (0, 2), the person
with ideal point (2, 2) might say that he has ideal point (0, 2) and thereby get
(0, 2) implemented instead of (0, 1)), but it is also true that there are powerful
incentives for being truthful (for example, if I reveal untruthfully and every-
one else believes me, then it is much less likely that my ideal point will be
implemented). This paper demonstrates that social construction can occur even
assuming that people cannot misrepresent themselves.

This paper is not meant to be much more than suggestive. It suggests that
there are “hidden” issues, dimensions of the political sphere which can be polit-
icized but are not because no individual wants to politicize them. People have
diverse preferences on these issues, but they play no role in political expression
or decision making, and are not visible to the outside observer. Individuals here
do not “keep quiet” out of social conditioning, conformity, direct costs of com-
municating, or an inability to conceive of a different political reality, but because
they are well aware that politicizing new issues has potentially risky real effects.
To create a new majority on a new dimension, it is not a matter of changing
people’s preferences but of creating “class consciousness,” so that people know
that others feel the same way they do. The preferences which people use when
voting, and their identity as majority or minority, are determined by constraints
in people’s knowledge of each other. These constraints are not exogenous but
actively and rationally constructed by people through communication.

The model illustrates how the dimensions of the political sphere can be in
some sense arbitrary, and how this arbitrariness can be created by individual
rational action. But the model perhaps allows for too much arbitrariness; the
creation of the political sphere is really the result of a complicated and histor-
ically grounded process. With a more realistic and less symmetric model, we
might be able to predict which dimensions of the political sphere arise, and
change over time. A model might help illustrate include how conceptions of the
political sphere persist and and how they can be altered by discursive strategies
such as “cultural struggles,” “identity politics,” and “consciousness raising.”
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Appendix

Result 2 Let

f i(t, r) =

⎧
⎪⎨

⎪⎩

(ti1, X) if r1 = r2 = r3 = (X, X)

or if r1 = r2 = r3 = (t1, X)

(ti1, ti2) otherwise.
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This is a perfect Bayesian strategy profile with ex ante expected utility ε(−7/12 +
w(

√
2)/4 + w(

√
5)/6) + (1 − ε)(−9/16 + w(

√
2)/16 + w(2)/24 + w(

√
5)/8 +

w(
√

8)/24).

Proof As argued earlier, if in any subgame, everyone else reveals fully, then
it is a best response to reveal fully, and hence everyone revealing fully is a
Nash equilibrium. Hence we only have to check those subgames in which it
is not the case that everyone fully reveals. There are only two such subgames:
C(t, (X, X), (X, X), (X, X)) at the start of the game and C(t, (t1, X), (t1, X),
(t1, X)), when everyone reveals only their preferences on the first issue and
these preferences are identical.

First consider the subgame C(t, (X, X), (X, X), (X, X)), at the start of the
game. Show that person 1’s best response is to play (t11, X) given that person
2 plays (t21, X) and person 3 plays (t31, X). To show this, it suffices to show that
person 1 strictly loses by deviating assuming that the communication stage
lasts at least 2 rounds, because the probability ε that the communication stage
lasts just 1 round can be made arbitrarily small. So assume that the commu-
nication stage lasts at least 2 rounds. There are two cases. The first case is
that t11 = t21 = t31, in which case everyone reveals only their first preference
in all rounds. In this case, in the equilibrium person 1 gets w(1) = −1. If per-
son 1 were to deviate (in the first round) and play either (t11, t12) or (X, X),
by the definition of f i persons 2 and 3 would fully reveal in the second and
subsequent rounds. Given this, as argued earlier, in the second and subsequent
rounds, person 1 cannot do better than by also fully revealing. Thus person 1
would get −1/4 + w(2)/6, which is less than w(1) = −1 by assumption (iii).
The second case is that t11, t21, t31 are not all equal. In this case, by the defini-
tion of f i, everyone would reveal everything in the second and subsequent
rounds. If person 1 were to deviate (in the first round) and play either (t11, t12)
or (X, X), by the definition of f i persons 2 and 3 would again fully reveal
in the second and subsequent rounds, and given this, again person 1 cannot
do better than by also fully revealing in the second and subsequent rounds.
Since we assume that there are at least 2 rounds, by deviating person 1 can-
not make himself better off. Since a deviation by person 1 makes him strictly
worse off in the first case and leaves him unchanged in the second case, and
both cases happen with positive probability, person 1 strictly loses by deviat-
ing.

Second, consider the subgame C(t, (t1, X), (t1, X), (t1, X)). Show that person
1’s best response is to play (t11, X) given that person 2 plays (t21, X) and per-
son 3 plays (t31, X). Again, it suffices to show that person 1 strictly loses by
deviating conditional on there being at least one more round. In the equilib-
rium, person 1 gets w(1) = −1. If person 1 deviates and plays (t11, t12), in the
subsequent rounds, persons 2 and 3 reveal everything and thus person 1 cannot
do better than by also revealing everything in the subsequent rounds. Person
1 would get expected utility −1/4 + w(2)/6, which is less than w(1) = −1 by
assumption (iii).
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