








THE NATURE OF RATIONAL CHOICE THEORY
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Some rational choice theorists of politics ¢ e only thin rationality.
Riker (1990, 173) argues, for example, that e~ lang as the consistency requirements
of an Arrovian weak ordering are me i icluding suicide—can be
interpreted as rational. He concedes that
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choice theorists embrace models that acsnme more robust conceptions of self-interest
that are incompatible with altruistic ¢ onsc____ly ==lf-defeating behavior (com-

pare Klosko 1987).
Riker is correct that some rational choice literatures in political science, notably
the literatures on cycling and instabilitv. depend almost entirely on thin rationality.

As a result, these literatures keep co rsial assumptions about human goals
and motivation to a minimum. It will ie plain, however, that what is gained
by avoiding controversial assumption it human nature can come at a con-
siderable cost from the standpoint of n.__._. 2ment and empirical testing of rational

choice hypotheses. If the content of preferences is not specified, it becomes
enormously difficult to determine, for example, whether a changed outcome in the
majority vote of a committee reflects the presence of stable but cyclical preferences
among the voting members, changes in their preferences over time, or some other
phenomenon.

In addition, it is sometimes unclear whether an account is thin-rational or thick-
rational. Even if nothing is specified about the content of preferences, the researcher
may make certain assumptions about the stability of preference orderings that are

) ) * 1t mere thin rationality requires. For instance, an otherwise thin
that people do not change their preferences toward the same set
s over time, or that the actors’ tastes are not directly influenced
1 them or by the behavior of others. In principle, theories range
ut empirical applications seldom approximate the latter ideal
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Much of the rational choice literature rests on unambiguously thick-rational as-
imptions. For instance, the literature on party competition typically assumes that
arties try to maximize votes and, in so doing, maximize power; the rent-seeking
terature assumes that interest groups try to maximize a variety of goals, from profits
y environmental conservation; much of the law-and-economics literature assumes
1at judicial decisions maximize the production of wealth; and the literature on
:gislators and bureaucrats assumes that they try in various ways to maximize career
dvancement. These assumptions may be more controversial than thin-rational ac-
ounts, but prima facie they should be expected to present fewer difficulties from the
tandpoint of empirical testing, because there is less room for ambiguity in the
efinition and measurement of what allegedly is being maximized. However, we
how in subsequent chapters that thick-rational accounts have often proved to be just
s slippery as thin-rational accounts when tested empirically.

A second area of disagreement among rational choice theorists concemns the
smount of relevant information that agents ~» nnrmally be presumed to possess and
ict on. Conventional neoclassical model: behavior assume both perfect
nformation and consumers’ ability t0 Unuciswrs wid use that information. These
issumptions are unrealistic, all the more so in politics, where voters are reputed to be
\l-informed about the leaders and policies among which they are presumed to
shoose. As a result, many rational choice theorists of politics have moved away from
he assumption of perfect information, though they retain the assumption that actors
make the most of the imperfect information they possess (see McKelvey and Or-
deshook 1987).

Imperfect information arguably reflects the fact that acquiring information is of-
ten time-consuming and costly. Taking the view that information-gathering resem-
bles other economic investments, Downs (1957, 215) reasons that any seeker of
information “continues to invest resources in procuring data until the marginal return
from information equals its marginal cost.” As Elster (1986, 19-20) notes, however,
such logic leads to a conundrum: the agent has to assess the value of information that
she does not yet have in order to determine whether it is worth taking the trouble to
gather that information. A variant of this conundrum arises when rational choice
theorists debate the rationality of “myopic” behavior, in which actors pursue immedi-
ate rewards without regard for the possibility that this strategy may lead to undesired
outcomes (Krehbiel and Rivers 1990; Austen-Smith 1991). If strategic foresight and
planning are assumed to be costless, myopic action cannot be characterized as ratio-
nal. But if one allows for cognitive costs (or distractions arising from the pursuit of
objectives in other aspects of life), myopic strategies may be construed as rational,
given an actor’s shortsighted beliefs. Rational theories, in sum, encompass a range of
assumptions about the knowledge actors have concerning the strategic choices before
them,





























