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Official Course Catalog Description: 
It’s common for us to assume that people are 
rational, that people make decisions in a reasonable 
manner. What does this mean? Is this true? Recent 
research into the way people make decisions 
suggests that this assumption is a bit naïve. 
We will explore the concept of (human) rationality, 
why it is important that the assumption is true (e.g., 
to economists), and why it is likely not true. Through 
the lens of game theory, a branch of mathematics, 
we will discover some of the limits of human 
rationality and shed light on how we make decisions. 



Introductions



This Course
• Interdisciplinary perspectives on human 

rationality 

• Lens #1:  Economics 

• Lens #2:  Mathematics of Game Theory … 

• … with a diversion into evolutionary dynamics 

• Concluding with a reflection on what we learned



This Course
• Interdisciplinary perspectives on human 

rationality 

• Predecessor:  15 week interdisciplinary seminar 
“Conflict, Cooperation, and Choice” 

• Adjusting it for this audience, format, length



This Course
• Week 1:  introductions, course summary, 

baseline understanding of rationality, 
introduction to economics 

• Week 2: economics, introduction to game theory 

• Week 3:  game theory, illumination of rationality 

• Week 4:  bringing it all together, reflecting on 
rationality



Rationality

• A rational person is ___________________ 

• An irrational person is __________________ 

• Rationality means _________________



Rationality
• When facing a decision to make between two or 

more options, a rational actor will … 

• … evaluate the relative value of each of the 
options, and … 

• … select the option that has the greatest value 
to them.



Economics:  Common 
Definitions

• … the study of the allocation of material goods 
to satisfy material wants 

• … the study of the market sector 

• … the study of the allocation of scarce means to 
satisfy competing ends



Economics:  Common 
Definitions

• Maximizing behavior 

• Utility 

• Preferences 

• Markets 

• Coordinate the actions of participants, consistency 

• prices, other market instruments allocate resources



• “The combined assumptions of maximizing 
behavior,  market equilibrium, and stable 
preferences, used relentlessly and unflinchingly, 
form the heart of the economic approach as I 
see it.”  — Gary Becker



Economic Theory:  Demand
• A person has a need. 

• A Widget fulfills that need, and the person an 
“buy it” by exchanging some ‘money’ 

• But ‘money’ is scarce.  The person has many 
needs. 

• If the cost of the Widget is too high, the person 
will look for a substitute or forego altogether.





Economic Theory:  Supply
• A person can create a good that fulfills needs of 

others. 

• A Widget fulfills such a need.  The person can 
accumulate ‘money’ by making Widgets and 
exchange them for ‘money’. 

• If people will exchange lots of ‘money’ for a Widget, 
the person will want to make lots of Widgets.  If people 
won’t exchange much money for a widget, the person 
will not want to make many widgets and make 
something else instead.





Law of Supply and Demand

• Scarcity leads to higher prices 

• Surpluses lead to lower prices 

• In a free market, price and quantity are at an 
equilibrium where the supple and demand 
curves cross 

• …if the people in the market are rational …




