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The authors employRawls’s distinction between the reasonable and rational capac-
ities to show why and how rational choice theory cannot provide adequate explana-
tions of human behavior. According to Rawls, the reasonable capacity, associated
with the concept of right and the sense of justice, is no less fundamental a moral
power than is the rational, associated with the concept of the good and self-interest.
Since rational choice analysis presupposes the primacy of rationality, however,
those who rely upon it see persons’ expressions of conceptions of right as expres-
sions of rationality. The authors argue that in cases ranging from prisoner’s
dilemma experiments to the analysis of social institutions, rational choice theorists
encounter expressions of the reasonable but cannot, because of their theoretical
commitments, take systematic account of them. The article concludes by making
some tentative suggestions about the form political analysis based on both the rea-
sonable and the rational capacities might take.

I. INTRODUCTION

For the past two centuries there has been no concept more central to Anglo-
American political theory than that of rationality. Central themes in this tradition
have involved our use of our rational powers to enhance the social good and to
maximize our own individual utility. The mantle of this tradition is currently
borne by rational choice theorists, some of whom view their theory as providing
the proper analytic core for political science overall.1 There is indeed no theory
that can rival rational choice theory in applications across the discipline.2
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In A Theory of Justice, however, John Rawls dissents sharply with the rational
choice tradition. Our understanding of justice, he argues, is better grounded in the
concept of right than in that of the good.3 In developing this argument, Rawls
builds on a Kantian conception of the person that is deeply at odds with that found
in utilitarianism and its analytic cousins, neoclassical economics and rational
choice theory. These disciplines see utility maximization, or the efficient promo-
tion of our preferences or interests, at the heart of our social reasoning. According
to Kant, however, we regulate the complex capacities that we call sensibility and
understanding with maxims or principles that are fundamentally nonalgorithmic.4

In Political Liberalism, Rawls elaborates on this idea of the person in a discussion
of two moral powers: the reasonable and the rational.5 He argues that these are the
capacities central to our political and social reasoning; that they are distinct, but
they work in tandem, so one cannot be properly understood without the other.

This article presents a critique of rational choice theory and suggests how
political analysis based on this Rawlsian conception of the person might be con-
ducted. If the reasonable capacity is indeed as fundamental as the rational, any
rational choice theorist who departs from the cool territory of deductive logic to
analyze actual social relations must take some account of it. We show how this is
generally accomplished on an ad hoc basis,6 by admitting a notion of fairness
independent of rationality,7 and/or by subjecting conceptions of right in the guise
of social norms to the calculations of the rational self.8 In any case, rational choice
theory takes the central exercise of reason to occur in choices that maximize
across a schedule of preferences. One finds, however, that even in situations artifi-
cially constructed to encourage maximizing calculation alone, choice is condi-
tioned and often dominated by conceptions of right.

Acknowledging the reasonable capacity allows for better, more theoretically
grounded explanations for certain behaviors, such as in prisoners’dilemma exper-
iments, than rational choice theory has been able to provide. More important,
however, are the analytic and investigative strategies that emerge from doing so,
and the resulting conception of the social and political world. The reasonable
capacity is manifest in principles or rules that condition our responses to external
events and that can (in some but not all instances) be understood and altered by the
person. Principles are empirical phenomena, structuring relations among persons
and between societies and the material world. In this aspect they are subject to
analysis in the same general manner and for the same sorts of purposes as any
empirical phenomenon. At the same time, principles are constitutive of individual
and social identity. In this aspect, the act of analysis takes on a subjective character
and significance not possible for analysis oriented, say, to traffic patterns or calo-
rie counts. Rational choice theorists have constructed a grand edifice that occu-
pies many scholars’ minds and guides the social reflections of many citizens. We
argue that a Rawlsian construction could yield more securely grounded and more
penetrating analysis.
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The article proceeds as follows. We first discuss the rational and the reasonable
as concepts and as cognitive capacities. Next we explore how scholars within and
outside the rational choice tradition have come to grips particularly with the rea-
sonable capacity in its various expressions, and the consequences of these strate-
gies for their larger projects. We consider analysts of prisoners’ dilemma experi-
ments and rational choice theorists who analyze social institutions. This provides
a basis for speculating about the contours of an applied Rawlsian analysis.

II. THE REASONABLE AND THE RATIONAL CAPACITIES

Rational choice theory has come to prominence through parsimony and by per-
mitting a certain deductive rigor. Its rationally self-interested utility maximizing
agent is not a full-bodied image such as the lay person observes in the mirror. In its
native environment in economics, this agent makes no pretense of describing all
economic transactions. Laws of supply and demand require that buyers generally
prefer to buy low and sellers to sell high, but they do nothing to stop shopkeepers
from giving special deals to their friends. Similarly in political analysis, the
assumption of rational self-interest is not expected to be always descriptively
accurate. It is intended rather to provide a fair approximation of most political
activity and to serve well enough to orient political analysis over its range of
topics.

We wish to offer an alternative to the microfoundations for political and social
analysis found in rational choice theory’s conception of the person. Weber notes
that any consistently elaborated intellectual-theoretical or practical-ethical atti-
tude “has and always has had a power over man,” and we would argue that it is
exceedingly difficult to maintain the assumption of rational self-interest as a mere
assumption in the course of extended analysis.9 It is all too easily projected onto its
object. The source of our disagreement lies less in this assumption’s strength,
however, than in its adequacy for its subject matter. There is something fundamen-
tal about politics, another axis on its plane, that utterly escapes rational choice the-
ory. This can be seen, for example, in the limited place of ideas of justice in the
theoretical space mapped by rational choice. It is our thesis that the distinct cogni-
tive capacities associated with the concepts of right and of the good ought to be
conceived as embedded in one another but operating according to different
principles.

We have noted that the central cognitive act for rational choice theory is the
choice that maximizes across a schedule of preferences. Here the task of rational-
ity is to assess the range of alternatives that a situation of choice presents in terms
of how far each would advance the agent’s various interests. (Utilitarianism noto-
riously recommends the “util” as a unit in which diverse interests can be com-
pared.) This act is a species of consequentialist reasoning involving (1) the identi-
fication with more or less clarity of a set of possible futures, based on (2) some
notion of the causal relations by which one’s actions can influence the state of the
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world, and (3) an assessment of how imagined futures satisfy one’s interests or
preferences. At its most primitive, this model collapses into desire fulfillment.
The baby searches for the breast and, feeling hungry, sucks. Full blown rational-
ity, however, clearly involves many complex mental operations. Desires and inter-
ests must be ordered and arranged. We must have implicit models as to how a
given situation could yield various outcomes. We imagine how our own resources
can be deployed. Each of these operations presupposes subsidiary mental abili-
ties, all of which we take quite for granted in daily affairs.

Partly through the constant concatenation of the two concepts in economics,
rationality has come to be associated with self-interest. Weber uses the term
“rational” to refer to any systematic association of means to ends, such as in “the
methods of mortificatory or of magical asceticism,” and to the “increasingly theo-
retical mastery of reality by means of increasingly precise and abstract concepts.”10

Yet he also believes that an economic rationalism has come to dominate civic life
in the West, and he takes the rejection of nonutilitarian yardsticks (as by Confu-
cianism) to be a particular mark of a rationalist ethical system. The basis for his
categorization of utilitarian yardsticks as “rationalist” appears to be functional; it
seems that Weber would consider the idea that one set of ends could be more sub-
stantively rational than another to be a kind of category error.11 Economic ratio-
nalism is particularly rationalistic because, more than other ethics, it supports a
thoroughly systematic perception and analysis of social relations (e.g., with
calculus).

Rawls, like Weber, identifies means-ends reasoning as the primary meaning of
rationality. He also sees the rational capacity at work when agents “balance final
ends by their significance for their plan of life as a whole, and by how well these
ends cohere with and complement one another.”12 For the rational choice frame-
work, this balancing of final ends is prior to and constitutive of the elaboration of a
schedule of preferences. Agents reflect rationally on their own purposes based on
knowledge of the self, of the constraints inherent in human vulnerability, and of
rights and opportunities that the current social milieu affords.

We are all familiar with means-end reasoning. When we say that someone is
very good at solving a kind of math problem, fixing a car, or predicting how a rec-
ipe will turn out we are acknowledging this particular form of mastery. The idea of
progress includes (in part) our increasing mastery over nature (or our learning to
cope with nature’s limits) through improved means-end reasoning as a kind of
collective human project. Yet the centrality of means-end reasoning by itself pro-
vides no basis for parsimonious or deductive social theory. Rational choice theory
achieves its analytic purchase only by adding the assumption of self-inter-
est—that this reasoning is guided primarily by the desire to enhance one’s own
wealth or power.13

If, for purposes of political analysis, we retain the assumption of rationality but
drop that of self-interest, then we have left what we get by generalizing this capac-
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ity across a population of interacting humans. Each society consists (in part) of a
population of persons with a distribution of ends, or ideas of the good, that they
seek to promote, at times, through politics. In promoting their ends, persons
employ means-ends reasoning that is itself a social construction. Forms of ratio-
nality in any society are constrained to solve basic problems of production and
defense—to secure goods such as food and shelter that are needed for whatever
ends. We can say with confidence that some populations have more effective rea-
soning in favor of particular ends. In light of the great variety of ends that contem-
porary and historical societies present, however, it is clear that natural constraints
do not restrict a population’s selection of ends very tightly.

To see the distinct cognitive capacity that is the reasonable, it is useful to think
of how an action strikes us as inappropriate, improper, or wrong. Watching chil-
dren at play, we see one strike another. Someone jumps a turn-style without pay-
ing. A driver runs a red light. That’s not right, it strikes us. Perhaps there are exten-
uating circumstances, but there is a sense of unease, of a violation. If so, this is a
manifestation of what Rawls calls “the reasonable capacity.” Suppose I try at
something, to get or achieve something I want, and perhaps through bad luck, I
fail. There is disappointment. But suppose I expect to succeed and an adversary
fiddles the game or misleads the jury. Besides disappointment, there is resent-
ment. As disappointment is evidence of the capacity for a sense of the good, so is
resentment evidence of the capacity for a sense of right.

When a particular exercise of political power strikes us as legitimate—or
not—this too is evidence of a conception of right established in our minds. As we
contemplate some assertive act, we sometimes justify it to ourselves. We see the
interest we seek to advance, and we see the terms of our relation with another per-
son or other persons expressed in the act. To affirm these terms and act is to exer-
cise the reasonable capacity, whether it is a teacher giving a failing grade, a
slave-owner punishing a slave, or a protester chanting slogans.

It is not just that the reasonable and the rational capacities are both fundamen-
tal to our political and social reasoning. According to Rawls (or Kant) they are the
fundamental moral capacities. Our political reflections take place in their terms.
The political and social world consists substantially (for better or worse) of our
reasonable and rational constructions. This is not to say that other cognitive
capacities such as the emotions or creativity are not politically important. The
emotions can of course be powerfully motivating, and creativity is essential to
finding new reasonable and rational solutions to practical problems. As we con-
ceive of our problems and of strategies for solving them, however, as we carry out
daily routines that we have found satisfactory, it is the reasonable and the rational
capacities that provide the latticework on which we absolutely depend.

The reasonable capacity is constituted by our (closely related) senses of jus-
tice, fairness, legitimacy, appropriateness, and propriety. These are words we use
to represent various applications of this capacity. To have such a sense is to have a

CLEMENTS and HAUPTMANN 89



mental construction that yields those responses. These senses bear a family
resemblance to one another but not to our sense of self-interest or to the form of
reasoning by which we determine how to promote our ends. In contrast to maxi-
mizing across a schedule of preferences, these senses operate in the manner of the
application of a principle or rule. When we experience the sense of unease dis-
cussed above, the way to articulate its cause is to identify the principle that has
been violated in the event we have observed.

When Rawls discusses the reasonable, he emphasizes its positive potential. He
describes persons as reasonable when they “are ready to propose principles and
standards as fair terms of cooperation and to abide by them willingly, given the
assurance that others will likewise do so.”14 Thus another manifestation of the rea-
sonable is the disposition to act fairly. When we are moved by a sense of fairness,
we are not seeking to promote our own interests, although it may indeed be in our
interest to have the disposition to be so moved. Rawls states that reasonable per-
sons “desire for its own sake a social world in which they, as free and equal, can
cooperate with others on terms all can accept,” but this is not to suggest that rea-
sonable persons must have articulated this desire per se.15 This is a better way to
understand their motivation than to understand them as seeking to promote their
own interests or the general good.

Although Rawls points out a rich and positive manifestation of the reasonable
that is essential for his theory, we must emphasize that as a capacity, its range of
operation is much broader than this. Persons exercise the reasonable whenever
they propose, justify, or assess terms for cooperation, even when these terms are
informed by conceptions of right that we find abhorrent. This power is exercised
by slave owners invoking the superiority of their race and by inquisitors invoking
the will of God as they condemn heretics to the flames.

We understand our relations with others in terms of principles, but these may or
may not be articulated as such. This is the basis for the promise and the challenge
of a Rawlsian political analysis. Principles (rules) can be identified at various lev-
els: as unarticulated cognitive patterns, as articulated personal principles, and as
unstated or stated shared principles. Shared principles may be mere agreements,
promises, formal rules that constitute an organization, norms accepted by a com-
munity, or laws that a political unit is committed to enforce. Operative principles
can be more or less completely acknowledged or recognized, and they can be rec-
ognized in different forms by different parties. Every operative principle has a his-
tory in the practical problems it has solved or helped to solve.

A challenge that is particularly keen when there is no explicitly articulated
principle at hand, therefore, is to identify the salient principles in a given social
context. While there may be some use in making lists of principles (e.g., in con-
texts x and y), it is important to delineate the range and limits of their applications,
how they were established and how they are reproduced, and their empirical con-
sequences, for example, compared to other possible principles.
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III. MORALITY, JUSTICE, AND POLITICAL ANALYSIS

Neither Rawls nor Kant is engaged in political analysis of the world at large in
the first instance. To see how a Rawlsian conception of the person can be applied
in political analysis, it is useful first to discuss its employment in its original habi-
tat in the work of these philosophers. Rawls’s project is to develop a conception of
justice appropriate for a modern, reasonably well-off liberal state. Kant’s corpus
is wide ranging, but his distinctions between the categorical and the hypothetical
imperative and between pure practical reason and empirical practical reason,
from which Rawls draws his notions of the reasonable and rational capacities,16

are found mainly in his work on the nature of moral reasoning. The very possibil-
ity of social justice for Rawls rests on the reasonable capacity, as for Kant the pos-
sibility of morality depends on categorical imperatives and pure practical reason.

When Kant argues that we employ maxims or principles in our reasoning, he is
making an empirical assertion: we reason in terms of rules. (Alternatively, the idea
of a rule provides a fair characterization of terms in our reasoning.) Thus the
baby’s rule, although not understood as such, is to satisfy his or her hunger. A
hypothetical imperative, in Kant’s lexicon, is just such a rule, one for which an
action is a means to something else.17 Therefore the rational choice schema of
maximizing across a schedule of preferences exemplifies the hypothetical imper-
ative. We act to advance our interests, to achieve our goals. A categorical impera-
tive, by contrast, is a rule that conceives of an action as good in itself, by virtue of
satisfying a principle. It is a categorical imperative that affirms an action (our own
or another’s) because it is right, fair, or appropriate.18

Kant’s distinction between pure and empirical practical reason makes the same
point but with reference to the cognitive nature of our reasoning. Practical reason
is empirical when it involves some external stimulus, at the present time or in
expectation. Kant takes it that the external stimulus is somehow represented in our
minds, say as pain or pleasure, such as in anticipation when one puts money in the
bank in preparation for a future purchase. By contrast, the term “pure” for Kant
refers to an activity of the mind that does not involve impressions from the senses.
A categorical imperative is pure in this sense because its assessment of an action
does not in the first instance refer to its consequences, but instead establishes its
conformance to a principle already established in the mind.19

One may observe that all principles that satisfy the criteria for categorical
imperatives involve the significance of an action both for ourselves and for other
persons. This is clear from Kant’s argument that all (morally valid) categorical
imperatives can be deduced from one: “Act only on a maxim by which you can
will that it, at the same time, should become a general law.”20 It is no surprise that
this, (the) categorical imperative, resembles Rawls’s description of reasonable
persons as ready to propose principles as fair terms and to abide by them willingly,
although Rawls adds that one may consider whether others are likely likewise to
do so. The important point for us is that Kant takes the categorical imperative to be
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the supreme principle of practical morality. Without the capacity to think in terms
of and to be moved by categorical imperatives, without pure practical reason,
there could be no morality. For Kant a merely rational agent, lacking pure practi-
cal reason, can understand the meaning of the moral law but is unmoved by it; “to
such an agent it is simply a curious idea.”21

It is essential for Kant that principles (both hypothetical and categorical) can
be objects of decisions. If this were not the case at least for hypothetical impera-
tives, we would be mere creatures of instinct. Thus it is to persons capable of pure
practical reason—persons with a reasonable capacity—that Rawls offers his prin-
ciples of justice. Given that we each have our own ends and resources are limited,
the question arises as to how social cooperation should be organized. Every asso-
ciation is organized on some principles. They guide our actions on an ongoing
basis, but they are most often invoked in situations of conflict. So the question can
be rephrased, on what principles should conflicts be resolved? Or, to regress a
step, if Rawls is right that justice is the first virtue of social institutions, how
should principles of justice be identified?22 To this Rawls answers that we should
take into account a general knowledge of social conditions but not our individual
circumstances; that’s fair. If we do this, he argues that we will conclude that each
person should have the most extensive liberty compatible with a similar liberty for
others, and that economic inequalities should only be affirmed when they are to
the greatest benefit of the least advantaged members of society.23

When we view persons as rationally self-interested utility maximizing agents,
our political analysis will be oriented to the strategies these agents employ and the
external factors that affect their strategic choices. When we take account of both
reasonable and rational capacities, however, we envision a network of principles
of social organization and a distribution of conceptions of the good. When we ana-
lyze political phenomena, we are still interested in agents’ strategic choices, but
we view these choices as embedded in and possibly altering a network of princi-
ples. We are interested in the material results, as some conceptions of the good are
realized and others are not. We also want to understand the operative principles a
society presents, their empirical consequences, and how these principles change.

IV. PRISONER’S DILEMMA GAMES AND PLAYERS’ SENSE OF FAIRNESS

The prisoner’s dilemma game appears to lend itself particularly well to making
a case for the primacy of the rational power. According to game theoretic analysis,
the structure of the game gives each player strong incentives to exercise his or her
rational capacity to trump any desire to act cooperatively, especially when the
game is played only once or when there is a relatively low probability of its being
repeated. The outcome of the game, according to this analysis, is all the more dra-
matic since if both players respond to the strong incentives the game gives them to
act rationally, both will end up worse off than if they had acted cooperatively. The
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circumstances in which this is true can be represented by the matrix below, in
which the payoffs are ranked b > a > c > d.

Cooperate Defect

Cooperate (a, a) (d, b)
Defect (b, d) (c, c)

If the game is played once without any communication allowed between the
players after its payoff structure has been revealed, the dominant strategy (for both
players) will be to defect, leaving each with the lowly payoff c, an inefficient equi-
librium. This result seems all the more striking when one imagines the game
played repeatedly, the “winner” being the player with the largest total payoff.
Even in this version of the game, game theorists predict an inefficient equilibrium:
“the unique equilibrium behavior involves confessing [defecting] at every period,
even though confessing is no longer a dominant strategy.”24 This analysis seemed
flawed to many social scientists, who insisted that “when players properly under-
stood the game, they would choose to cooperate with one another and not confess
[defect].”25

Experiments using the basic structure of the prisoner’s dilemma began to be
conducted in part to address such concerns. Using principally multiple-instance
versions of the game, experimenters tried to isolate variables that would signifi-
cantly raise rates of either cooperation or defection. A recent summary of all pub-
lic goods provision experiments (of which prisoner’s dilemma experiments are a
special category) concludes that the only factors with “strong and apparently
replicable” positive effects on cooperation were increasing the marginal per
capita rate of return (for cooperation) and allowing communication among the
players (a change that alters one of the basic premises of the game’s design). Rep-
etition of the game, economics training, and experience with similar games had
“strong and apparently replicable” negative effects on cooperative behavior.26

Because of our concern with showing how the reasonable capacity ought to be
understood as independent of, though related to, the rational, we focus here on
how experimenters have analyzed the cooperative behavior of their participants.
According to some, people cooperate simply because they do not understand the
rules of the game or because they have stubborn altruistic preferences. For others,
particular types of cooperation (in multiple instance games) can be a rational solu-
tion to the utility maximizing problem the game presents. To be sure, what it
means to cooperate changes depending on how particular experimenters structure
their version of the game. Still, it is generally the case that experimenters do not
understand cooperative behavior in prisoner’s dilemma experiments as an expres-
sion of people’s desire to propose and abide by fair terms, but rather as, at best, a
rational method for maximizing payoffs or, at worst, a mistake.

Experimental situations are highly artificial by design; they often purposely
rely on participants who do not know one another and cannot communicate with
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one another and therefore need not reckon with any significant consequences to
how they behave during the experiment. We contend, however, that even in these
highly artificial situations, analyzing expressions of the reasonable capacity inde-
pendently of the rational helps make sense of what are otherwise puzzling results.
By showing how the reasonable capacity can be used to analyze a situation appar-
ently tailor made for rational choice analysis, we lay the foundation for showing
how the reasonable capacity might be fruitfully incorporated into the analysis of
social and political life.

We focus here on four distinct types of explanations of cooperative behavior in
prisoner’s dilemma experiments: one in which cooperation is understood as a sign
that the cooperator has made a mistake about the rules of the experiment’s game;
another in which cooperative behavior is interpreted as arising from altruistic
preferences; one in which (a type of) cooperation appears to be the rational solu-
tion to the maximization problem posed by a modified prisoner’s dilemma; and
finally, one that calls in people’s desire to be fair to explain higher than expected
rates of cooperation.

Cooperation As a Mistake

According to early prisoner’s dilemma experimenters, significant instances of
cooperative behavior on the part of participants were, above all, a symptom of
poor experimental design. Early experimenters criticized one another for allow-
ing too much communication between subjects or for making division of the
game’s proceeds into fair portions too obvious.27 On this view, cooperating or
being concerned with a fair outcome (rather than a profit-maximizing one) is a
cognitive cop-out; presenting people with an experimental situation in which the
path to a fair, fifty-fifty division of the profits is readily apparent invites them to
choose such a division over the less obvious but more profitable route. If the
experimental situation were structured to discourage such thoughtless coopera-
tion, early experimenters expected cooperative behavior to decline considerably,
if not disappear.

After some forty years of prisoner’s dilemma experiments, however, most
commentators would probably concede along with one recent analyst that
“[h]ard-nosed game theory cannot explain the data.”28 People cooperate too often
in too many experimental settings specifically designed to reduce “mistakes”
about how to play the game for cooperation to be dismissed as a mistake about the
rules of the game alone.29

Cooperation and Altruistic Preferences

Another way to explain cooperative behavior by participants in prisoner’s
dilemma experiments is to refine the assumption that people are rational util-
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ity-maximizers into the claim that for some, their utility depends directly (and
positively) on the “payoffs” of others. Once the possibility that some people may
have altruistic preferences is introduced into the analysis of prisoner’s dilemma
experiments, the way even purely self-interested players ought to approach the
game changes. In a repeated prisoner’s dilemma in which purely self-interested
players believe that other players might have altruistic preferences, defecting at
every move is no longer the preferred strategy; instead, to maximize his own pay-
offs, a purely self-interested player should adopt the strategy of cooperating until
the final round of the game (and defect only then) or of defecting only after the
other player does so.30

Rational choice analysts can readily explain how cooperation makes sense for
self-interested players maximizing their utility when they suspect that other play-
ers might have altruistic preferences. But the altruists themselves, those with an
apparent preference for cooperation, remain a puzzle. That some people may
“care directly about the payoff of the other player” changes the dynamic of the
whole game for all its players;31 nevertheless, those who have such preferences are
still, according to game theoretic analysis, “irrational” or “silly.”32 Altruistic pref-
erences seem so puzzling from the perspective of rational choice theory that a
number of experimenters are genuinely stumped by the problem of how to set up a
situation in which such preferences could be overridden or rendered irrelevant.

Admitting that for some people, “maximizing utility” means maximizing
some combination of their payoffs and those of others seems like a better way to
understand cooperative behavior than to see it simply as a failure of rationality.
Nevertheless, if one believes that the best way to explain why some people coop-
erate is by spelling out their altruistic utility functions, then one implies that what
distinguishes such people from others are merely their odd tastes rather than their
moral perspectives or conceptions of right. These people “get additional utility
from mutual cooperation,” a satisfying but to others inexplicable “warm glow”
that somehow makes up for the lower payoffs their cooperative behavior reaps for
them.33

The trouble with altruism so conceived is that it becomes the exception that
proves the self-interest rule. Even those who criticize economic explanations of
altruism often define altruism so narrowly (as Kristen Monroe does when she says
that altruism is “action designed to benefit another, even at the risk of significant
harm to the actor’s own well-being”) that rational choice theorists can easily
maintain that the rational pursuit of self-interest is nevertheless the norm.34 And if
one conceives of altruism as an approach to maximizing utility, altruists appear
unusual because they insist on regarding things, like others’ payoffs and others’
cooperation, as benefits to the self when, according to the theory, there is no prima
facie reason to regard these things as such. The concept of altruism performs the
function in much of rational choice theory of reinforcing the view that acting on
one’s self-interest, narrowly construed, is the royal road to maximizing utility.
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From the analytic perspective we propose, it is misconceived to understand
people’s desire for systems of mutual cooperation solely in terms of the benefits
they believe they will derive from them. People seek to cooperate with others
because they have a desire, related to but independent of their desire to maximize
benefits to themselves, to live in a world they believe is fair and just. Of course,
establishing systems based on fair cooperation promises benefits far beyond an
ephemeral “warm glow”; yet Rawls’s distinction suggests that to focus on the ben-
efits people expect to gain from cooperation alone or to conceive of a desire to
cooperate as a preference will give us only a partial picture of why and when peo-
ple seek to cooperate.

Limited Cooperation As a Rational Strategy

One of the most widely known series prisoner’s dilemma experiments,
reported in Axelrod’s The Evolution of Cooperation, demonstrated that a limited
form of cooperation could be the basis for a successful strategy in a multi-
ple-instance prisoner’s dilemma game.35 The participants in Axelrod’s study were
not the usual college students, but rather people with expertise both in the pris-
oner’s dilemma game as well as computer programming; all participants designed
programs they believed would score well against the entire array of other pro-
grams during repeated plays of the game. The winning program (that is, the pro-
gram that reaped the highest total payoff at the end of the game) in the round-robin
tournament used a simple “tit-for-tat” or “copy-cat” strategy; it cooperated in the
first instance and then copied the move its opponent had made in the preceding
round thereafter. To call the strategy “cooperative,” therefore, can be misleading
since how often a player using this strategy cooperates depends (after the first
instance) on what his or her opponent does. Nevertheless, Axelrod’s results are
often cited to show that in some instances cooperation is rational, even in a situa-
tion so apparently structured to discourage it like the prisoner’s dilemma. Axelrod
himself, however, is not so sanguine about the conclusions one can draw from his
results; indeed, he suggests that tit-for-tat’s success was an artifact of the presence
of many poorly conceived strategies in the tournament: “Had only the entries
which actually ranked in the top half been present, then TIT FOR TAT would have
come in fourth after the ones which actually came in 25th, 16th, and 8th.”36 None
of the strategies that would have come in ahead of tit-for-tat in such a revised tour-
nament were “nice”; that is, each defected before its opponent did.

While the tit-for-tat strategy’s success in Axelrod’s tournament is intelligible
on the basis of its rationality alone, it is by no means an obviously intelligible
rational solution to the problem posed by the game. When presented with the
rational problem of developing a strategy that would win the prisoner’s dilemma
tournament, nearly all participants in the expanded second tournament thought
tit-for-tat could still be improved on and exploited, even though it had won a
smaller tournament. If the rational, utility-maximizing merits of reciprocity and
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cooperation escape most of those skilled in weighing courses of action according
to these criteria, it seems unlikely that the best way to understand why most people
cooperate when they do is that they believe doing so to be in their rational
self-interest. Although we may be able to rely on rational choice analysis to repre-
sent cooperative equilibria in some situations, rational choice analysis does little
to help us understand what moved people in those situations to act cooperatively.
As much as Axelrod believes people could be taught to be more cooperative by
being taught how it is often in their self-interest to be so, he does not claim that
most people act cooperatively on the basis of this insight now.37

Concern for Fairness

The overwhelming majority of prisoner’s dilemma experimenters focus on
whether cooperative behavior makes sense as a means to the end of maximizing
players’utility. The sociologists Gerald Marwell and Ruth Ames, however, called
in people’s understanding of and concern for fairness to explain experimental
results unintelligible under their initial hypotheses.38 Marwell and Ames set out to
determine whether experimental results confirmed the following theoretical
claim: in situations in which each individual’s interest in the provision of a collec-
tive good is less than the cost of the good itself, contribution toward the purchase
of the good will be essentially zero (the free-rider hypothesis of the theory of col-
lective action). Although their results confirmed a weak version of the free-rider
hypothesis (enough free-riding happens to prevent groups from being able to pur-
chase optimal levels of collective goods), Marwell and Ames showed that in
numerous differently structured experiments, participants consistently contrib-
uted “between 40 and 60 percent . . . of their resources . . . to the provision of a pub-
lic good.”39 The experimenters note that they did not expect these results; indeed,
they believed that they had so pared down their initial experimental conditions as
to “maximize [the] effect [of] the free-rider problem” and, by implication, to
occlude “normative factors.”40 But once they saw that their results, even in these
conditions, did not confirm a strong version of the free-rider hypothesis, they
asked their participants what they considered fair contributions to the public good
as well as how concerned they were with being fair. In sum, Marwell and Ames
concluded that people’s responses to these questions about their conceptions of
fairness make much better sense of the levels at which they contributed to the pub-
lic good than the free-rider hypothesis.41

Economists prove to be the strongest exception to the implicitly reasonable
rule suggested by Marwell and Ames’s results. In a series of experiments under
different conditions with different populations, Marwell and Ames replicated
their 1979 results—except with a group of first-year graduate students of econom-
ics. Although only two of the thirty-two students in the experiment could “specifi-
cally identify the theory on which [the] study was based,” the mean percentage of
private goods contributed to the provision of the public good was markedly lower
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among these students than among any other group (20 percent versus 40 percent to
60 percent).42 Perhaps most telling for the argument we develop here are the
responses of a number of these students to the experimenters’ questions about
fairness; Marwell and Ames reported, “[m]ore than one-third of the economists
either refused to answer the question regarding what is fair, or gave very complex,
uncodable responses. It seems that the meaning of ‘fairness’ in this context was
somewhat alien for this group.”43 This one specific experimental result might
serve as an emblem for our critique as well as for the type of analysis it suggests:
even in experimental situations designed according to the main tenets of rational
choice theory, many participants (who are not economists) act in ways that the
theory can only incompletely or tortuously explain. Only from the perspective of
those who have deep intellectual commitments to the primacy of the rational does
the reasonable capacity seem like an unnecessary analytic tool. Understanding
people’s independent desire for fair systems of mutual cooperation as a capacity
that works together with their desire for their own good helps us make sense of
how people act even in the artificial and hostile environment of the prisoner’s
dilemma.

V. RATIONAL CHOICE INSTITUTIONALISM AND
THE REASONABLE CAPACITY

We have argued that the reasonable capacity contributes no less to our political
and social decision making than the rational. If this is true, then any rational
choice theorist who engages in social analysis must confront it. We have shown
how commitment to the rational choice framework has made it hard for theorists
to interpret reasonable behavior in the controlled experimental contexts of prison-
ers dilemma games. These experiments must, however, be in the service of social
analysis in the world at large. In the following section, we consider certain kinds
of social analysis that the Rawlsian approach suggests. Here we show how ratio-
nal choice institutionalists have accommodated evidence of the reasonable capac-
ity: by dealing with each manifestation on an ad hoc basis, by suggesting that prin-
ciples and norms are determined by interests, or by building norms into the
maximization model used to characterize our social reasoning.

It should be remembered that rational choice theory’s particular contribution to
political science lies in the microfoundations it offers for broader social analysis.
Analysts less concerned with microfoundational unity often simply accept princi-
ples or ideas of fairness alongside the rational pursuit of interests. For example,
March, a sociologist, writes of a logic of consequences associated with rational
choice and a logic of appropriateness, “by which actions are matched to situations
by means of rules organized into identities. . . . Neither preferences as they are nor-
mally conceived nor expectations of future consequences enter directly into the
calculus.”44 These logics describe two different approaches to analyzing deci-
sions. The fact that they point to different microfoundations does not trouble
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March. Rabin, an economist, suggests that economics and game theory could be
extended by incorporating the idea of fairness.45 This idea could be employed to
explain cases in which people voluntarily contribute to public goods or punish
“unkind behavior,” such as high monopolistic prices, and in so doing fail to pursue
their material self-interest. Rabin retains the basic assumption of rational
self-interest but calls in the idea of fairness to account for certain behaviors not
easily reconciled with this assumption.

To follow in the rational choice tradition, however, is to exclude compromises
that keep fairness on hand such as those made by March and Rabin. Thus Bates, in
his rational choice analysis of the political economy of agrarian development in
Kenya, locates both economic and political sources of historical change firmly in
material incentives.46 He argues persuasively that in the postindependence period,
Kenya had higher agricultural growth rates than nearby African states because
Kenya’s government was dominated by capitalist farmers (an incipient gentry).
He predicts correctly, as events have transpired, that agricultural growth rates will
decline under the government of Daniel arap Moi (1978 to the present), on the
grounds that Moi’s political power is based in the poorer western provinces.47

Bates shows how incentives favor farmers with large holdings in forming institu-
tions to overcome risk and uncertainty and thus to secure the resources needed for
investment, yet also how owners of large fixed investments become subject to a
politics of predation in the Kenyan context.48

Bates provides important empirical analysis of the Kenyan case, but his inten-
tions are also explicitly theoretical. He argues that development economists of the
traditional and neoclassical schools need to incorporate a theory of politics, and
he offers rational choice institutionalism to serve this purpose.49 Neither eco-
nomic nor political interests can be determined outside a particular institutional
context, so he employs a rational choice framework to explore the institutions that
have been central to Kenya’s political and economic development. In developing
“the microeconomics of institutions,”50 in each instance Bates focuses on two pri-
mary currencies: money and power. Indeed, whether he is explaining organiza-
tions of European settler farmers, Kenyan political parties, or the National Cereals
and Produce Board, these incentives are clearly central.

Bates is so accomplished a rational choice analyst that he is able to confine
most of his prose to the language of rationality (competition, interests, strategy,
negotiation . . . ). He does write of land rights and changing principles that validate
claims to land, but he explains these changes in material terms.51 We discuss in the
next section how his theoretical commitments influence his choice of topics and
the structure of his analysis.

The most striking episode in which the rational choice framework fails him is
when he seeks to explain the Mau Mau rebellion that led British colonists eventu-
ally to abandon Kenya. Self-interest is adequate to explain why white settlers
released large numbers of Kikuyu laborers from their service, and why these
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laborers were denied the accommodation they expected from their kinsmen in the
reserves. Yet the British were a greatly superior military force to the Kikuyu.
Bates points out that in the course of the rebellion more than 14,000 Africans were
killed or wounded, but he does not attempt to explain how material interests
explain the decision to fight.52 The key Mau Mau institution, he shows, was that of
the oath, and radical politicians sought militants in “the reservoir of those who had
lost out in the transformation of property rights in the reserves.”53 It is clear that
this is a reservoir of resentment, but to acknowledge resentment as a significant
political force exceeds the cognitive boundaries by which rational choice theory
defines itself.54

Extreme cases like rebellions can illustrate how the reasonable and the rational
are mutually embedded. Rationality is sometimes conceived as means-ends rea-
soning and sometimes as such reasoning oriented to self-interest. To join a rebel-
lion can only be irrational in the second sense, as the first includes no independent
criterion for judging ends. (If the aim was Kenyan independence, Bates argues the
rebels succeeded.) On one hand the reasonable influences the interests one takes
into account. To take an oath for rebellion in good faith is to sever a certain con-
cern for self-interest, and in so doing, to transport the self into a modified emo-
tional habitat and to transform the terms (at least from the rebel’s side) of many
relationships. There remains the rational question of how to conduct the rebellion,
but a threshold has been passed. Since we cannot escape a concern for bodily
integrity, this self-denial may have an ongoing psychological impact or cost. Cer-
tain emotional states may be more likely now, involving reduced awareness of or
attention to interests we normally take for granted. Indeed all of this is to some
extent understood and intended in the oathing. We can say without condoning it
that resentment may be vindicated or expiated by acts of violence.

While Bates demonstrates the trajectory of a rational choice analysis of a coun-
try’s political economy, Knight, in Institutions and Social Conflict, works on the
basic theoretical foundations of rational choice institutionalism. Knight is partic-
ularly concerned to show how rational choice theorists should take account of
power in analyzing the development of institutions, but in so doing he constructs
theoretical foundations for analyzing all institutions.55 Knight initially argues,
like March, that there are two theories of individual action, one based on norms
and the other on interests and rational choice.56 Along the way to his conclusion,
however, Knight takes the second approach we have identified by which rational
choice theorists deal with norms; that is, he derives them from interests. His main
argument is that (given rational choice assumptions) formal and informal institu-
tions must be formed from our attempts to exploit one another. While we agree
with the logic of this argument, the inconsistencies in his treatment of norms are
symptomatic of limitations in the rational choice framework.

Dividing social theories into two sets, Knight notes that views based on norms
stress how institutions allow us to reap benefits from cooperation, while those
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based on interests emphasize how certain groups or individuals claim the larger
share of these benefits. He does not believe that either of these sets of views is
completely satisfactory. “It is reasonable to assume that both norms and rational
calculations motivate action in different contexts.”57 Yet he argues that a theory of
institutional formation and maintenance based on competing interests is superior
to one based on norms.

The theoretical justification rests on the claim that most social outcomes (at least those
social and political outcomes about which we are most concerned in the social sciences) are
the product of conflict among actors with competing interests. The rational-choice theory
of action is better able to capture the strategic aspects of that social conflict. The practical
justification is that the conception of institutional effects derived from the theory of social
norms is less successful in explaining these outcomes.58

It lies beyond the scope of this article to assess Knight’s characterizations of other
theorists such as Smith and Marx; yet the notion that a theory of institutional for-
mation must be based either on norms or on interests seems implausible. If one
accepts that norms and interests are independently significant, it seems odd then
to accept a theory based on a conception of the person as exclusively self-inter-
ested. Knight’s reasoning can be read as an act of desperation; he seems to view
rational choice theory as less inadequate for explaining institutions, say, than
March and Olsen’s organizational sociology.59

A Rawlsian view accepts the reality of deep social conflict, but it rejects the
necessity that social theory must be based on norms or on interests. Rather, it takes
both into account. It also rejects Knight’s suggestion that actions can be divided
into separate sets, one guided by norms, the other by interests. There are instances
in which we consider it right to pursue our self-regarding interests; market trans-
actions in a modern economy represent a typical case. There are also cases where
conceptions of right lead to actions that appear contrary to a common-sense inter-
pretation of rational self-interest, as illustrated by the Mau Mau rebellion. But
actions involving great personal risk are unusual. In daily life our notions of fair-
ness and our interests routinely condition one another; prisoner’s dilemma experi-
ments provide evidence of “normal” instances (beyond the inevitable abnormality
of the experimental context) where people’s sense of fairness leads to behavior at
odds with what we would expect from rational self-interest alone.60

Knight defines institutions as “rules that . . . provide information about how
people are expected to act in particular situations [and] can be recognized by those
who are members of the relevant group as rules to which others conform in these
situations.”61 He argues that institutions are formed out of the resolution of a
“standard bargaining problem.” It is a situation where

there are benefits to be gained from social actors working together, sharing resources, or
coordinating their activities in some way. These actors need rules to structure their interde-
pendent activities. More than one set of rules can satisfy this requirement, and the rules dif-
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fer in their distributional properties. Because of this, people have conflicting preferences
regarding the institutional alternatives.62

Since he has excluded considerations associated with norms, such as conceptions
of right or principles of justice, this problem leaves Knight in the domain of game
theory where he immediately confronts the prisoner’s dilemma. Yet this same
problem is interpreted differently by Rawls. In his view, these conditions define
the circumstances of justice:

There is an identity of interests since social cooperation makes possible a better life for all
than any would have if each were to try to live solely by his own efforts. There is a conflict
of interests since men are not indifferent as to how the greater benefits produced by their
collaboration are distributed, for in order to pursue their ends they each prefer a larger to a
lesser share. Thus principles are needed for choosing among the various social arrange-
ments which determine this division of advantages and for underwriting an agreement on
the proper distributive shares. These requirements define the role of justice. The back-
ground conditions that give rise to these necessities are the circumstances of justice.63

In Knight’s view, when we encounter a situation that has distributional conse-
quences, we seek the resolution that gives us the largest share. This is what ratio-
nality means to Knight. Rational choice theory gains rhetorical mileage by sug-
gesting that what is not rational must be irrational or altruistic. In our view, Knight
identifies one possible resolution and Rawls identifies another. People may be
reasonable, and this is neither irrational nor altruistic.

Setting out to explain the decentralized emergence of informal institutions,
Knight argues that institutions emerge as “a by-product of strategic conflict over
substantive social outcomes.”64 Without trying to summarize the steps in his argu-
ment, its key feature is “the fundamental relationship between resource asymme-
tries, on the one hand, and credibility, risk aversion, and time preferences, on the
other.”65 Yet these will only be the determining features if rational choice assump-
tions hold. Having initially suggested that some actions are driven by norms and
others by interests, he now proposes to build “microfoundations for the informal
network of rules, conventions and norms that capture some of the principal ideas
of macro-level accounts in the Weberian and Marxian tradition.”66 Indeed it is
inevitable that rational choice theory should reach some conclusion like this.
Given the ubiquity of norms in social life any credible social theory must explain
them somehow. Once the model of the person as a rationally self-interested utility
maximizing agent is accepted, norms can only be derived from it.

When the reasonable and the rational are accepted as distinct cognitive capaci-
ties, there is no need to derive principles from interests. While principles can be
determined by interests, it seems unlikely, on the face of it, that it could be shown
that they must be determined in this way. Taking one’s principles and one’s inter-
ests as separate constructions, it is possible to start from either vantage point and
reflect on the other. Kant considers principles to be more fundamental than inter-
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ests, but for the purposes of political analysis there is no need to accept or reject
this view.

A third approach to dealing with norms within the rational choice edifice,
although it stretches the theory’s boundaries, is to accept that norms are independ-
ently significant but then to incorporate them as a term in a maximization frame-
work. “Dual utility” theorists—taking different kinds of utility to arise from satis-
fying interests and from satisfying principles—represent one variant of this
approach. It is also developed with clearly specified theoretical constructions by
Ostrom and by Crawford and Ostrom.67 These theorists are close to our project in
many respects. It seems likely that they would be sympathetic to locating the cog-
nitive basis for conceptions of right, propriety, appropriateness, and so on in a sin-
gle capacity. The basic difference comes from their employing principles and
norms merely as terms in a calculus of maximization.

In Governing the Commons, Ostrom identifies a scenario in which principles
are clearly significant. Common pool resources (CPRs) such as fisheries, pas-
tures, and groundwater are resources owned by no one but used by many. Each
individual has an incentive to continue drawing from or using the resource. CPRs
typically have a threshold of maximum sustainable use, however, beyond which
their regenerative capacity is undermined. If each individual continues to exploit
the resource as self-interest dictates, it will eventually be spoiled for all. As for the
convicts in the prisoner’s dilemma, what is individually rational is collectively
irrational. The resulting “tragedy of the commons” can be avoided if rules can be
established that effectively govern rates of extraction. Yet rules are public goods,
and people may be tempted to “free ride” by covertly taking more than their
allotments.

While other theorists had focused on the state or the market as the means for
avoiding overuse of CPRs, Ostrom points out that in many instances CPR users
have established their own institutions and enforce their own rules for managing
CPRs.68 She explores several cases involving rights for underground water in
Southern California to see how people have developed such institutions. The two
problems are (1) for rules to be proposed and adopted and (2) for the rules to be
followed. To solve these problems, Ostrom suggests that rational action involves
an “internal world of individual choice” consisting of four variables: expected
benefits, expected costs, discount rates, and internal norms.69 In some groups,
“few individuals share norms about the impropriety of breaking promises, refus-
ing to do one’s share, shirking, or taking other opportunistic actions,” and in these
instances expensive monitoring and sanction mechanisms are needed to protect
CPRs.70 Communities that develop norms involving high levels of trust and reci-
procity, however, possess social capital, and these communities are more likely to
succeed in building institutions that resolve CPR dilemmas.71 Norms exclude
actions that are considered wrong from the set of strategies that an individual con-
templates.72

CLEMENTS and HAUPTMANN 103



In this instance, although Ostrom literally subsumes norms within the idea of
rationality, they have the categorical function of excluding actions from consider-
ation. Later, however, as she discusses water-users’ conformance to rules they
have established, she returns to the maximization paradigm: “In any repetitive sit-
uation, one can assume that individuals come to know, through experience, good
approximations of the levels of monitoring and enforcement involved.”73 The
implication is that they would break the rules if they thought they could get away
with it. Yet if individuals wish to comply because they think it right to do so, they
may not reflect on levels of monitoring and enforcement. As studies of compli-
ance with income tax rules suggest, expectations as to levels of monitoring and
enforcement can be far from accurate.74

In a similar vein, to account for how users change their rules Ostrom asserts
that

individuals compare the net flow of expected benefits and costs to be produced by the set of
status quo rules, as compared with an altered set of rules. To explain institutional change, it
is therefore necessary to examine how those participating in the arenas in which rule
changes are proposed will view and weight the net return of staying with the status quo
rules versus some type of change.75

Rational choice theorists see such decisions resulting from a calculus of benefits,
although the term “view” in addition to “weight” suggests a hint of Kantian flavor.
From a Rawlsian perspective, one expects individuals also to employ rules or
heuristics—conceptions of right—in altering rules, in modes of thought that are
not, in the first instance, oriented to consequences. Questions of consequences are
of course not abandoned in thinking about rules. Only it is possible for rules to be
conceived, as March notes, in terms of a logic of appropriateness, or as Rawls
argues for his “original position,” in terms of conditions that express a relevant
idea of fairness.76

VI. SOCIAL THEORY WITH PRINCIPLES AND INTERESTS

We can give only a brief sketch of some directions social theory that conceives
of the person as reasonable and rational might take. Such a theory rejects the idea
that principles, norms, and institutions can be derived from interests alone or from
any schema of maximization. Taking principles and interests to constitute the
basic building materials for our individual mental constructions of the social
world, it aims to reveal the structural features of our collective constructions and
their empirical consequences in different configurations and contexts. It views
each society as presenting a network of principles and a distribution of concep-
tions of the good.

Rational choice theory takes each person to be a rationally self-interested util-
ity maximizing agent; the same model works for everyone. Although the theory
recognizes that some people are particularly adept at pursuing their interests, it
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gives little attention to explaining differences. The real action is in explaining the
consequences for such agents of different strategic environments—games for
game theorists, institutional environments, perhaps with exogenous shocks, for
institutionalists.77 The theory admits changing preferences such as between
income and leisure, but the main sources of change with which theorists work are
external to the person. Individuals cannot but pursue their interests. When the
environment changes, agents mechanically alter their strategies to find their new
optimum. Politicians’ policy choices, for example,

depend upon the incentives generated by the institutional context in which they are made.
Economic forces thus generate institutions and the structure of these institutions in turn
shapes the way in which governments transform their economies. Economy and polity thus
interact, generating a process of change. . . . In this way, each society generates its own his-
tory.78

A Rawlsian view does not imagine each person’s construction of principles to be a
creative individual act. Institutionalized principles are typically adopted with less
than full awareness as we learn to navigate in society. New principles only become
institutions when employed to solve practical problems. Nevertheless, a basic fea-
ture of a Rawlsian theory is that reflection and even philosophy contribute to
social change.79

A Rawlsian macro-level analysis aims to identify (portions of) the configura-
tions of principles that a society presents. Each organization consists of both for-
mal and substantive principles, the former determining who has what powers and
by what criteria, the latter being the principles manifest in incumbents’programs.
While rational choice approaches are described as employing methodological
individualism, the principles we are interested in for social analysis are those that
are shared at least by politically significant populations. (Principles account for
differences among rational agents, explaining why some respond to incentives in
one way, some another.) Given that operative principles are often not clearly artic-
ulated in their daily employment, it is useful to look for conflicts and transitions
when they are likely to be stated explicitly and when their employment can be
contrasted with that of different principles addressed to the same problem. For
example, central principles for any society determine how government offices are
filled and who pays what taxes. One might examine reasons offered when a cur-
rent pattern was established to replace an earlier practice.80 To establish the empir-
ical significance of a principle, it is useful to compare the case at hand to cases
where essentially the same practical problem is solved with different principles.81

The fact that a principle provides the public justification for a certain exercise
of power does not guarantee that this is indeed the operative principle. In the first
place, multiple principles contribute to the solutions of most practical problems
and the emphasis on one or another may vary over time. Second, as Kant empha-
sizes, we are not reliable reporters of the principles that inform our decisions.
Sometimes we are not fully aware of, or prepared to admit, the reasons for our
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actions. Third, someone may insist on a principle as a public pretense, aware that
other principles guide action in the relevant body of cases. When principles are
institutionalized, this kind of ambiguity is all the more significant. To gauge the
strength of a principle that is also an institution, the analyst can identify phenom-
ena suggesting alignment or congruence with it or depending on support from it.
Since practical problems cannot be solved without recourse to principles (except
problems that involve only one person, where principles may be applied only in
the breach), to determine which are the most salient, the analyst can set up a sort of
competition, considering alternative principles for the problem at hand, spelling
out what follows from each, and building a case for and against them as the evi-
dence permits. In many instances no determinate resolution may be possible; this
reflects the ambiguity underlying much action in society. The analyst provides a
service by delimiting the range of alternatives in play and clarifying the conse-
quences of movement in one direction or another. Once again the comparative
method is likely to be fruitful.

At the micro level, a Rawlsian approach has the analyst explore the partici-
pant’s configuration of principles.82 To explain the actions of a terrorist or a parti-
san, for example, one wants to know something about the principles embedded in
their earlier way of life and the events in response to which they chose such dan-
gers. One wants to understand the justification they would offer for their actions
and changes in conditions that would lead them to different conclusions. In a more
ordinary context, one might explore the constellations of principles that lead peo-
ple to disagree about political matters of the day. By sympathetic identification
one reconstructs relationships among the terms in each group’s reasoning. The
analyst constructs reasoning that is internally consistent with conclusions that
map closely to those of individuals who express such principles. Taking two pop-
ulations similarly situated in terms of material interests but with principles known
to differ, it may be instructive to identify questions that are of central concern for
one group but of relative indifference to the other.

Given that rational choice theory is poorly equipped to explain social dynamics
associated with principles, this is likely to be a fruitful area of investigation. A
fully developed Rawlsian analysis, however, should give due weight both to prin-
ciples and to interests. In regard to analytic strategy, we can conceive of three dis-
tinct and mutually embedded structures of causal relations. The first, which we
have taken for granted in this article so far, involves the material nature of the
problem at hand. As embodied beings, our problems typically have material con-
tent, and the shape of the matter for our principles and interests depends on the
associated material causality. The second involves the interests at stake, and these
can be understood in two ways. Following rational choice theory, one can analyze
a situation in terms of generic interests in wealth and power, or one may consider it
in terms of the specific interests of the individuals and groups involved as deter-
mined by their conceptions of the good. Third is the manner in which the problem
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is embedded in the society’s network of principles and the specific questions of
right that the problem raises. As with interests, we can consider principles as they
are understood by participants or we may view a situation with reference to a prin-
ciple established elsewhere (as with behavior that we may find contrary to human
rights).

In this manner, one can analyze ranges of solutions to social problems.
Knight’s standard bargaining problem and Rawls’ circumstances of justice iden-
tify a general scenario in which there are conflicting interests that can be variously
resolved based on different principles. If we follow Rawls and say that a reason-
able solution is one that any affected party (particularly the least advantaged)
could freely affirm, then we must examine the range of consequences flowing
from the adoption of alternative principles. Often there are institutionalized
inequalities, so the interests of affected parties are variously represented in negoti-
ations. Since many unreasonable resolutions may be better for all than no resolu-
tion, it is possible for the best to be the enemy of the good. More reasonable (less
unreasonable) solutions are likely to (1) employ principles familiar from the soci-
ety’s cultural history, (2) which are identified through a procedure that gives
greater than normal voice to disadvantaged groups, and that (3) provide for an
adequately thorough working out of the likely consequences for all parties’
interests.

General methodological comments aside, the direction of a particular analysis
depends on the concerns that drive it. While a rational choice or Rawlsian
approach can be applied to any social problem, their different grounds give each
affinities with different issues. Given that material goods satisfy many interests,
for example, rational choice assumptions are congenial with the goal of economic
growth. Analysts often feel no need to justify analyzing a society in terms of the
conduciveness of its institutions to economic growth. In analyzing Kenya’s politi-
cal economy, for example, Bates seeks to explain why Kenya had more rapid
growth than neighboring countries. Identifying the main cause in the rise to power
of farmers with large holdings, it is this that his historical institutional analysis has
to explain. A Rawlsian view also takes interests to be fundamental, so it also
incorporates this concern for growth. Since it takes principles to be fundamental
as well, however, a Rawlsian view would additionally inquire into the justification
for the exercise of executive power. It would look to the principles in the constitu-
tion, and how far conflicts in society are resolved on the constitution’s terms.83

While rational choice theory is concerned with wealth and power, a Rawlsian
view leads almost as directly to the question of which groups in a society enjoy
conditions that support the development and exercise of moral autonomy. Rawls
and Kant argue that to the extent that social advantages are distributed randomly
they ought not to be given any moral weight. The great importance of randomly
distributed advantages is a formidable obstacle to distributive justice. Simply by
looking at principles as principles acknowledges their contingency, suggesting
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the possibility of criticism. Thus a Rawlsian social theory can be expected to pos-
sess a critical edge that rational choice theory lacks. The social analysis that arises
from the Rawlsian conception of the person, as well as endorsing a concern for
economic growth, is likely to incorporate an abiding commitment to equality.
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