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tures. When explanatory .rational choice theorizing is used to advance prescriptive 
claims of this sort, it takes on an ideological character that is exposed by a critique of 
the questionable empirical foundations on which it rests. 

PLAN OF THE BOOK 

We beain, in Chapter 2, with an overview of the central features of ra
tional choice theory, idcntifyina polnta of a,reerncnt and di greement among differ
ent practltionera. Ch1pcer 3 11 deW>Ccd to an account of the characteristic pathologies 
that afflict rational choice appJlcationa. This chapter supplies the basis for the critical 
review, of the literature that follow in the next four chapters. Chapters 4 and 5 are 
concerned with collective action, the first focusing on voter turnout and the second on 
social dllemmu. hapter 6 deals with cycling and legislative behavior, and Chapter 7 
with 1patial model, of electoral competition. In Chapter 8 we conclude by responding 
lo ten anticipated criticisms of our argument, initiating what we hope will be a 
continuln1 dlalosu about the future of rational choice theory and political science. 

CHAPTER TWO 

THE NATURE OF RATIONAL 

CHOICE THEORY 

Before examining how rational choice theories are applied, it is neces
sary to say something about what rational choice theories are and how they are 
distinctive. The rational choice approach to the study of politics, as Jackman (1993, 
281 ), Grofman ( 1993b ), and others have noted, is often caricatured by being reduced 
to one or two of its characteristic assumptions and presented as a monolithic theory 
that all practitioners are presumed to accept. A more accurate depiction is that most 
practitioners agree on some, but not all, features of the definition of rational choice. 
As a result, there is no single rational choice theory or unambiguous standard for 
assigning the label "rational choice" to a theory. Our purpose in this chapter is to 
describe the rational choice approach to the study of politics in a way that takes these 
complexities into account. It is not part of our objective here to adjudicate disputes 
among rational choice theorists as to how rationality is best understood. Rather, our 
aim is to supply the reader with an understanding of the principal ways that rationality 
has been characterized in the rational choice tradition and a sense of what is at stake in 
the different characterizations from the standpoint of empirical testing. 

We begin with an account of the less controversial assumptions that are generally 
shared by rational choice theorists. These assumptions concern utility maximization, 
the structure of preferences, decision making under conditions of uncertainty, and, 
more broadly, the centrality of individuals in the explanation of collective outcomes. 
Next we tum to the issues on which there is disagreement, notably the nature and 
content of human goals and the amount of information rational agents are presumed to 
possess and use. We conclude with some remarks about the different views of expla
nation that seem to guide rational choice theorizing, noting the implications of these 
views for empirical research. This overview sets the stage for our discussion of 
rational choice models of politics in subsequent chapters. 
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THE NATURE OF RATIONAL CHOICE THEORY 

GENERALLY ACCEPTED ASSUMPTIONS 

. . The first_ ass~mption about which there is widespread agreement among 
rational choice theonsts 1s that rational action involves utility maximization. To say 
that a_ person maximizes utility is to say that when confronted with an array of options, 
she_ P•~~ the ~ne s~e believes beat aerves her objectives. As Olson (1 965, 65) puts it, 
an md1v~dual s action• arc rational when her objectives arc "pursued by means that 
arc efficient and effective for achlevlna these objectives," given her beliefs. 

Rational behavior 11 typically ldentifted with "maximization of some sort," as 
Arrow (19.51, 3) putt It, even If there i1 scant agreement among rational choice 
the~rists onjuat what 11 maximized and how, if at all, this utility should be measured. ' 
lnd1vld~al1 are uaumed to be uninterested in others' fortunes (or, indeed, their own) 
exc~pt 1n1ofar II thoae fortunes impinge on their particular maximizing strategies. 
Rational choice theorists need not dissent from the proposition that the welfare of 
others mlaht affect an Individual 's conception of his or her preferences, as when an 
eaalltarian wa~ts the income ofth_e poor to increase or an elitist wants the income of 
those around him to be comparatively lower. The maximizing assumption requires 
only that some schedule of preferences is maximized; it "does not specify any articu-
lar goal" (Riker 1990, 173). p 

Rational choice theorists agree, second, that certain consistency requirements must 
~ part of the ~efinition of rationality. These requirements are seen as essential to a 
sc1~nce of rational action. "Unless economic units act in conformity with some 
rational pattern no general theory about what would follow from certain premises 
w~uld be ~ssible" (Rothschild 1946, 50). Following the lead of microeconomists, 
rational ~~01ce theorists of politics have sought to keep their consistency require
ments rrummal , but two appear to be widely accepted. First, it must be possible for all 
of an agent 's available options to be rank-ordered. This is sometimes called the 
assumption of_ connectedness. It requires that an agent regard any two available 
~ut~omes as either unequal (that is, she prefers one to the other) or equal (she is 
mddierent). Connectedness does not require that numerical values attach to prefer
en_ces fo~ differe~t options, that comparisons can be made across individuals , or that 
anthmet1c functions can be performed on an individual 's preference ran.king. But it 
does assume the possibility of rank-ordered preferences over all available outcomes 
for every individual. 

Rational choice theorists also assume that preference orderings are tran 'ti" 
If A• s1 ve. 

is preferred to B, and Bis preferred to C, then this consistency rule requires that 

1. There can be fonns of strategic behavior that are not maximizing as is illustrated in 
Hcrben Simon's contention that people do not seek the best alternative in an~ feasible set ( 1955 
1956). ~stead'. he argued, they "satisfice"; they limit themselves to what seems to be "g~ 
enough or satisfactory. See also Eckstein 1991. 
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A be preferred to C. Transitivity assumes nothing about the intensity of preferences or 
the amount by which the different outcomes are valued in comparison with one 
another. It does not even require that these amounts be known to the individual , much 
less that they be measurable by a third party. Transitivity requires only minimal 
consistency within preference orderings. When the connectedness and transitivity 
requirements are both met, we have what Arrow (1951, 13) described as a weak 
ordering of preferences. This is generally assumed by rational choice theorists to be 

axiomatic of rationality. 2 

Third, rational choice theorists routinely assume that each individual maximizes 
the expected value of his own payoff, measured on some utility scale (Luce and Raiffa 
1957, 50). The focus on expected rather than actual utility is required by the fact that 
decision making often takes place under conditions of uncertainty. A farmer who 
chooses to plant one crop rather than another has to make assumptions about future 
weather, which he cannot forecast with certainty. It is usually assumed by rational 
choice theorists that numerical probabilities can be attached to different eventualities 
-for example, the value of an outcome for an agent weighted by the probability of 
achieving it (Elster 1986b; Harsanyi 1986). 

If, for example, a person were neutral with respect to risk (though nothing in 
rational choice theory requires that he or she must be), the idea of expected utility 
maximization implies that the individual would be indifferent between having $5 or 
having a 50 percent chance of having $10. The assumption of expected utility maxi
mization is usually justified by reference to von Neumann and Morgenstern 's theorem 
( 1947). Using weak assumptions about rational behavior, they demonstrated that for a 
decision maker whose choices among outcomes and gambles follow certain assump
tions of consistency, there is a way to assign utility numbers to the various outcomes 
so that he or she would always select an option that maximizes expected utility 
(Myerson 1991 , 2). "Expected utility,'' observes Fishburn (1988, 1), "has served for 
more than a generation as the preeminent model of rational preferences in decision 
making under conditions of risk." 

A fourth assumption that commands widespread agreement among rational choice 
theorists is that the relevant maximizing agents are individuals. Unlike evolutionary 
biologists, for example, who have debated for decades over whether the basic unit of 
survival is the species, the group, the individual, the gene, or some other entity (see 

Gould 1992), rational choice theorists of politics generally agree that it is by reference 
to the maximizing actions of individual persons that collective outcomes must be 

explained. Buchanan and Tullock ( 1962, 13) declare that collective action is nothing 

2. As Arrow (1951 , 12-13) puts it, if we define R as a single relation "preferred or 
indifferent to," then the idea of a weak ordering requires that we accept the following two 
axioms: For all x and y, either xRy or yla, and For all x, y, and z, xRy and yRz imply xRz. 
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more than "the action of individuals when they choose to accomplish purposes 

collectively rather than individually." so that for them the $late "is seen as nothing 
more than the set of processe1, the machine. which allows such collective action to 
talce place." Riker and Ordeshook ( 1973, 78-79) put it thus: "Society, not being 
human, cannot have preferences in any proper sense of 'have,' nor indeed can it order 
the preferences that it does not have." Conaequcntly, they argue, we arc bound to 
assume the ellistence of individual preference orderin~ and individual choices 
among alternatives as our buic theoretical building blocks in the study of politics. 
Likewise, Elster (1986b, 3) contend, thal because the mechanisms through which 
rational choice explanation• operate arc the preferences and beliefs of individuals, 
rational choice ellplanation1 cannot be predicated upon entities other than individ
uals. "A family may, after 10me dl1e1111lon, decide on a way of spending its income," 
he noees, "but the decision 11 not hued on 'lta' goals and 'Its' be1iefs, since there are 

no such thin 91." Riker ( 1990, 171) goes so far as lo suggest that consietent generaliza
tion in the social aciencel ft PGnible on1y when "the central propositions are about 
rational decl1io1t1 by Individuals. "l 

The task for rational choice theorists, then, is to explain collective outcomes by 

reference to the mulmiling actions of individuals. Indeed, Olson's original thesis 
about the loaic of collective action stemmed from his observation that the then 
orthodox sroup theory of politics associated with the writings of Bentley, Truman, 
Latham, and othen offered no account of why rational individuals would coalesce 
into groups to pursue their objectives. The group theorists had failed, in Olson's view, 
to see that rational individuals will "not voluntarily make any sacrifices to help their 
group attain its political (public or collective) objectives" (Olson 1965, 126). Even 
when the individual in question greatly values the good that a group provides, there 
will always be an incentive for that individual to free-ride, to avoid participating, 

3. It is sometimes said that rational choice theory is not necessarily individualist in its 
usumptions, that political parties are assumed, for example, to be maximizing agents in 
theories of electoral competition, and that nation-states are treated as the basic maximizing 
units by game theorists of international relations. There are al.so versions of rational choice 
Marxism in which classes are regarded as the basic maximizing units (cOIIIJIIIR! Pntworski 
199 I). But in such circumstances panics, nation-states, or clas5C5 are assumed to be unitary 
actors of whom pn:fenmces, goals, and sttaregies may meaningfully be predicated. Even in 
such applications, theref~, rational choice remains individualist in its basic ontology. For this 
l\lason, rational choice theories are sometimes criticized as misleading just because they ignore 
peninent complexities that me internal to their primitives. For criticism of the Downsian model 
of pany competition along these lines see Budge and Farlie 1977, 115. For criticism of the 
assumption that nation-states are monolithic "rational" individuals in many rational choice 
models of international relations sec Maoz 1990, Bueno de Mesquita and Lalman 1992, and 
Russett 1994. For criticism of Przeworsk:i'a Marxism on analogous grounds see Swenson 
1991a, l99lbandShapiro 1993. 
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secure in the knowledge that this course of action will I ikely have no effect on whether 
the good is provided. The rational choice litmture has generally followed Olson's 
individualist account; indeed, many of its central research questions would not arise 

were it not assumed that individuals are the basic maximizing units. 

Finally, rational choic.e theorists generally assume that their models apply equally 
to all persons under study-that decisions. mies, and tastes are "stable over time and 
similar among people" (Stigler and Becker 1977, 76). Although nothing in the core 
assumptions of rational choice theory requires that the content or even strategic 

character of agents' preferences necessarily be identical for all agents, in practice to 
allow interpersonal variation may generate insuperable problems of tractability 
(Strom 1990. 126). "If utility functions and perteptions differ widely," Goet7.e and 
Galderisi note, "and if people have very different combinations of altruistic and self
interested motives then the construction of adequate ellplanatory models might be 

frustrated. Patterns of universal behavior may not [in that case] be discoverable" 
( 1989, 38). To avoid this result, rational choice theorists generally assume away such 
differences, at least when consttucting empirical applications. This homogeneity 
assumption is usually justified on grounds of theoretical parsimony. If an outcome can 
be accounted for only by asswning that in deciding how to vote aome voters make 
sophisticated calculations about the likely votes of others while other voters do not, 
for example, "we are forced to say that two different models-the models of sincere 
and sophisticated voting-must be used simultaneously to explain what we observe, 
a decision that is, to say the least, scientifically unparsimonious and one which would 
call for an explanation as to why the behavior of some voters must be explained with 

one model and the behavior of other voters with another" (Enelow 1981, 1077-78; 

cc, however, Denzau, Riker, and Shepsle 1985). 

In sum, rational choice theorists generally agree on an instrumental conception of 
Individual rationality, by reference to which people are thought to maximize their 
expected utilities in fonnally predictable ways. In empirical applications, the further 
u~sumption is generally shared that rationality is homogeneous across the individuals 

under study. 

COMPETING VIEWS Of RATIONAL CHOICE 

Yet there is more to any theory of rational behavior than the features just 
1lr'ICribed. As we delve more deeply into the meaning of rationality, we find several 
nrcns of disagreement among rational choice theorists. 

The first such area of dissensus concerns the robustness of assumptions about 
human goals. In what Ferejohn ( I 991, 282) dubs the "thin-rational" account, agents 
11 1• 011 urned to be rational only in the sense that ''they efficiently employ the means 

11v ulnble to pursue their ends." In "thick-rational" accounts, by contrast, "the analyst 
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po its not only rationality but some additional description of agent preferences and 

beliefs ." Adherents to this view "generally assume that agents in a wide variety of 

situations value the same sorts of things: for example, wealth, income, power, or the 

perquisites of office." Utilitarianism and classical economics rested on thick-rational 

accounts for most of their histories, as did the embryonic rational choice arguments of 

Hobbes (who assumed that individuals maximize power) and Bentham (who assumed 

that they maximize pleasure). Neoclassical economics is , by contrast, thin-rational in 

its assumptions about consumers: they are presumed to maximize their utilities, but 

the content of those utilities is not specified. On the other hand, the neoclassical 

theory of the firm is thick-rational in Ferejohn 's sense , since all firms are assumed to 

be maximizers of profits. 

Some rational choice theorists of politics claim to assume only thin rationality. 

Riker ( 1990, 173) argues, for example, that so long as the consistency requirements 

of an Arrovian weak ordering are met, any choice- including suicide-can be 

interpreted as rational. He concedes that this makes the sense in which individuals are 

self-interested tautological, arguing that it is the formal structure of preferences, not 

their content, that does rational choice theory's explanatory work. Other rational 

choice theorists embrace models that assume more robust conceptions of self-interest 

that are incompatible with altruistic and consciously self-defeating behavior (com

pare Klosko 1987). 

Riker is correct that some rational choice literatures in political science, notably 

the literatures on cycling and instability, depend almost entirely on thin rationality. 

As a result, these literatures keep controversial assumptions about human goals 

and motivation to a minimum. It will become plain, however, that what is gained 

by avoiding controversial assumptions about human nature can come at a con

siderable cost from the standpoint of measurement 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 

more robust than what mere thin rationality requires. For instance, an otherwise thin 

o c unt may assume that people do not change their preferences toward the same set 

f available outcomes over time, or that the actors' tastes are not directly influenced 

y the choices offered them or by the behavior of others. In principle, theories range 

fr m thick to thin , but empirical applications seldom approximate the latter ideal 
1ypc. 
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Much of the rational choice literature rests on unambiguously thick-rational as

sumptions. For instance, the literature on party competition typically assumes that 

parties try to maximize votes and , in so doing, maximize power; the rent-seeking 

literature assumes that interest groups try to maximize a variety of goals, from profits 

to environmental conservation; much of the law-and-economics literature assumes 

that judicial decisions maximize the production of wealth; and the · literature on 

legislators and bureaucrats assumes that they try in various ways to maximize career 

advancement. These assumptions may be more controversial than thin-rational ac

counts, but prima facie they should be expected to present fewer difficulties from the 

standpoint of empirical testing, because there is less room for ambiguity in the 

definition and measurement of what allegedly is being maximized. However, we 

show in subsequent chapters that thick-rational accounts have often proved to be just 

as slippery as thin-rational accounts when tested empirically. 
A second area of disagreement among rational choice theorists concerns the 

amount of relevant information that agents can normally be presumed to possess and 

act on. Conventional neoclassical models of market behavior assume both perfect 

information and consumers' ability to understand and use that information. These 

assumptions are unrealistic, all the more so in politics, where voters are reputed to be 
ill-informed about the leaders and policies among which they are presumed to 

choose. As a result, many rational choice theorists of politics have moved away from 

the 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. 
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RATIONAL CHOICE CONCEPTIONS Of EXPLANATION 

Rational choice theorists see themselves as engaged in a common ex
planatory enterprise. As with the definition of rationality, however, they do not all 
characterize this enterprise in quite the same way. Yet most accounts of it share two 
basic features. One relates to the type of causal arguments that are considered; the 
other concerns the universalism to which rational choice theorists aspire. 

Intentions as Causes Because rational choice theorists assume that social outcomes 
are the by-product• of choice, made by individuals, rational choice explanations are 
typically formulated by refe~nce lo individual intentions. According to Satz and 
Fercjohn ( 1993, 1-2), the moat common philosophical interpretation of rational 
choice theory "concelvu of It u I paychol<>sical theory wedded to a reductionist 
program in the aoclal 1Cilnc:e1, where the behavior of a social aggregation is ex
plained in tenn1 of the mental 1tates (i.e., the desires and beliefs) of its component 
individual• and their illlenetlon1." Elater ( 1986b, 12) also argues that rational choice 
explanation 11 • "vn1y of Intentional explanation." It requires not only that agents' 
"reuon1 be cauae1 of the action which they rationalize," but also that agents' beliefs 
and dealre1, on which thoae reasons are based, be both n.tionally held and internally 
con1i1tent. Al Elater elaborates: 

Ideally, lhen, a rational-choice explanation of an action would satisfy three sets 
of requl~men11. Pint, there are three optimality conditions. The action is the 
bell way for the apnt to 1atisfy his desire, given his belief; the belief is the best 
he could fonn, 1iven the evidence; the amount of evidence collected is itself 
optimal, alven hi• desire. Next, there is a set of consistency conditions. Both the 
belief ■nd the de1ire must be free of internal contradictions. The agent must not 
acl on • de1lre that, in his own opinion, is less weighty than other desires which 
arc reuona for not performing the action. Finally, there are (s;cJ a set of causal 
condilion1 . The action must not only be rationali7.ed by the desire and the belief; 
it muat alao be caused by them and, moreover, caused 'in the right way' [it must 
have been Intended by the agent to produce the effect it in fact produced). Two 
1imll■r cau11I conditions are imposed on the relation between belief and evi
dence. (16) 

Not 1urpri1lnsJy, some rational choice theorists do not want to commit themselves 
to every upect of so demanding an account. In the real world of politics, coming up 
with explanationa that can be shown to meet the relevant optimality, consistency, and 
intentional conditions would be a tall order. It is evident, however, that neither the 
opdm■lily requirement nor the consistency conditions (which guarantee an Arrovian 
weak orderina) can be relaxed without abandoning the entire rational choice venture. 
This leave, the rationality of the agent's beliefs and the intentional account of causa-
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tion as the obvious candidates for less demanding kinds of formulation . Rational 
choice theorists have explored both possibilities. 

There are good reasons for seeking to relax Elster's strong requirements about the 
rationality of an agent's beliefs, if only because of the enormous burdens that are 
otherwise placed on the researcher. One way to do this is to take the agent's beliefs as 
given. In effect this means that beliefs are subjected to requirements that are no more 

epistemologically demanding than are preferences in the model, thereby obviating 
any need for the researcher to broach questions that move beyond the subjective 
world of the agent under study. Another way is to remain agnostic about whether the 
content of a belief is true or false, requiring only that an agent's beliefs be rationally 
updated as he or she encounters new information. 

Moves of this kind create problems of ~ir own, however. As Downs ( 1957, 8) 

notes, "How can we distinguish between the mistakes of rational men and the normal 
behavior of irrational ones?" If one takes the agent's beliefs as given, it may be 
impossible to distinguish these two cases. If, on the other hand, the researcher does 
try to distinguish them empirically, substantial measurement problems have to be 
confronted. It is often difficult to know whether a person's beliefs are rationally held 
in Elster's sense, or even whether they have been rationally updated in the light of new 
infonnation. 

Demonstrating empirically the existence and causal efficacy of intentions is diffi
cult in the best of circumstances, and some rational choice theorists have flirted with 
abandoning the intentionality requirement entirely. Thus McKelvey and Ordeshook 
(1982, 312) argue that political candidates employ complex strategic decision mies, 
even if the "substantial numerical complexities" required by these strategies make it 
doubtful that the candidates "could ever compute and abide by such solutions." 
Likewise, Posner (1972, 1979, 1980) abandons the intentionality requirement when 
he argues that common law judges make decisions that maximize the efficient produc
tion of wealth, but he thinks that the judges are typically unaware of this result and 
that often they do not intend to produce it. 4 

This theoretical move obviates the need to identify intentional causal mechanisms, 
but at a considerable cost from the standpoint of empirical testing. It then becomes 
exceedingly difficult for the researcher to pin down what the causal mechanism 
involved is or to know what would count as evidence in support of its existence. Satz 
and Ferejohn (1993) try to sidestep these difficulties by distinguishing "internalist" 
from "extemalist" rational choice explanations. Describing the conventional mtuire• 
ment of intentional causal agency as an internalist interpretation, they contend that it is 
unnecessarily demanding for many of the questions social scientists study. This is an 

4. Indeed, he goes so far as to eitcoriate one judge for trying to apply wealth-maximization 
theory in a particular case (Posner 1979, 298-99) .. 
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important move because Simon ( 1955, 1956), Kahneman and Tversky ( 1979, 1984 ), 

Abelson and Levi ( 1985), and others have shown that the psychology of choice often 

differs significantly from the deliberative processes of rational choosing. If rational 

choice theory "is taken to specify a psychological mechanism," Satz and Ferejohn 

(1993, 6) concede, "then these criticisms may be fatal." Accordingly, they propose 

that the theory should be thought of as illuminating "structures of social interaction in 

markets, governments, and other institutions." On an externalist understanding , 

rational choice theorists "arc not interested in explaining a particular agent's behav

ior, but in the general regularities which govern the behavior of all agents." Satz and 

Ferejohn contend that these regularities reflect the fact that "it is not the agents' 

psychologies which primarily explain their behavior, but the environmental con

straints they face." On this view, rational choice explanations are best thought of as 

accounting for environmental constraints and their effects; as such they "do not 

necessarily depend on paycholoaical foundations" (7). 

Satz and Ferejohn recoanize that there are difficulties with unqualified forms of 

extemalism. Although they want to insist that good rational choice explanations need 

not be derivable from poatulates about psychological states of individuals, they do not 

deny the cauaal inftuence of mental states, and they concede that predicting an action 

is not the same as explaining it. Consequently, they argue that rational choice expla

nations must be compatible with, though not necessarily deducible from, maximizing 

assumptions about the intentions of individuals. The relevant agents' actions must be 

explicable as if they were maximizing utility. 

Theorists who employ hypothetical assumptions of this kind often think by refer

ence to evolutionary metaphors, since evolutionary theory is in substantial part a 

theory about the structural constraints within which organisms exist. As Satz and 

Ferejohn (1993, 17- l 8) put it, "Evolutionary biology views nature as a selective 

structure. The structure of nature selects types with certain properties: those who lack 

those properties do not reproduce. However, those properties are not necessarily the 

consequence of the intentional states of the organism. Nonetheless, these properties 

themselves can often be described in a decision theoretic way; we can predict the 

behavior of an organism by assuming that, within constraints, it will behave in ways 

that will maximize its expected reproductive output." Just as evolutionary theory is 

not a theory about the intentions of organisms, so rational choice models in the social 

sciences are best understood as a models of "powerful selective mechanisms." 

The Satz-Ferejohn strategy for avoiding robust assumptions about the causal effi

cacy of intentions is intuitively appealing; yet it runs into difficulties that are espe
cially troublesome from the standpoint of evaluating the theory's empirical power. It 

is notoriously difficult to test evolutionary theories empirically because they are 

compatible with so many outcomes. Granted, evolutionary theory does yield certain 

types of testable predictions. For instance, a version of evolutionary theory might 
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generate the hypothesis that there was a gradual expansion in the cranial capacities of 

a particular species over a specified period of time. This, then, would lead to the 

prediction that newly discovered skulls from later in the specified period should be 

larger than those from earlier in the period. Such a prediction could be falsified by the 

discovery oflargerearlier skulls, or smaller later skulls, of the relevant type (assum

ing that independent procedures for dating skulls were available). Typically, however, 

it is not possible to predict the development of a given organism or even species on the 

basis of an evolutionary hypothesis. More generally, it is often difficult to come up 

with testable predictions from evolutionary theory because the workings of natural 

selection are compatible with an organism's evolving in a myriad of directions, with 

its surviving or dying out or its evolution being critically shaped by random external 

events. 
On the Satz-Ferejohn interpretation of individual maximization, evolutionary the

ory would predict, presumably, that lemmings will not jump off cliffs to their deaths 

or that human beings will not choose to go to certain death in war. Satz and Ferejohn 

might respond that they are not in the business of predicting particular outcomes or 

events, but once the move is made to abandon the "internal" reading of the micro

foundations of rational choice hypotheses, it is difficult to see how such hypotheses 

can "illuminate structural relations and causes" (Satz and Ferejohn 1993, 26), except 

via testable predictions. Yet it will become plain in subsequent chapters that on an 

"external" reading rational choice hypotheses are compatible with so many divergent 

empirical outcomes that testing becomes problematic. 
The differences between rational choice internalists and externalists, in the Satz

Ferejohn senses of these terms, should not be overstated. Both are methodological 

individualists in that they posit maximizing propensities of individuals in explana

tions of political behavior. Both accept the standard "thin" definition of strategic 

rationality by reference to an Arrovian weak ordering of preferences, and each can 

also embrace ''thick" assumptions about rationality defined in terms of self-interest or 

some other variable that agents might be. thought to maximize. What divides internal

ists from extemalists is that internalists assume that something like Elster'.s inten

tionalist account of the psychological microfoundations of political action is true, 

whereas extemalists say that one should proceed as if it were true and see what 

predictive success can be achieved. 

Universalism and the Search for Equilibria A second assumption about explanation 

that commands widespread agreement among rational choice theorists concerns their 

universalist aspirations. Rational choice theorists "are committed to a principle of 

universality," Ferejohn (1991, 281) observes, according to which "[all) agents act 

always to maximize their well-being as they understand it, based on their beliefs, 
preferences, and strategic opportunities." Rational actor theory, Noll and Weingut 
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( 199 1, 239) note in a similar vein, "should seek consistency and universality." The 

rational choice commitment to universality results from its proponents' conception of 

scientific advance, which is thought to occur when generalizable results can be shown 
to follow from analytic propositions derived from axioms. 

Rational choice theorists are skeptical that universal theories of politics can be 

developed through the inductive methods that have characterized political science 

through most of its history. "Deductive theoretical propositions are of interest," 

Achen and Snidal (1989, 168) contend, because they "interconnect with one an

other. " Use of such theories prevents "arbitrary multiplication of explanatory catego

ries" and ensures that surprises and insights flow from the theory rather than mercurial 

inventions that.arise to cope with the idiosyncrasies of particular cases. Riker (l 990, 
177) insists that the failure of the social sciences to advance reflects the fact that they 
have "not been based on rational choice models." Bueno de Mesquita (1985, 129) 

links the scientific status of rational choice models to their lawlike character. "We 

must not be lulled by apparent empirical successes," he warns, " into believing that 
scientific knowledge can be attained without the abstract, rigorous exercise of logical 

proof. " In the same spirit Achen and Snidal (l 989, 168) argue that social scientists 

who work from the analysis of particular cases toward empirical generalizations (in 

their view commonly but mistakenly called "middle level theory") fail to see that this 

method "makes decisive theory-verification well-nigh impossible ." Whatever the 

merits of inductive generalizations, they "are not a substitute for theorizing; empirical 

laws should not be mistaken for theoretical propositions." 

For many rational choice theorists, the search for theoretical propositions is a 

search for equilibria. Ordeshook (1982, 25) notes, for example, that despite other 

methodological differences , rational choice theorists "share, knowingly or un

knowingly, a common goal : to search for political equilibria." With characteristic 

decisiveness Riker (1980, 443) declares that in "the absence of such equilibria we 

cannot know much about the future at all ." Though they interpret the concept of 

equilibrium in competing ways (see Ordeshook and Shepsle 1982), rational choice 
theorists insist that unless equilibria can be discovered , lawlike statements-from 

which predictive hypotheses are derived-cannot be developed. Ordeshook (1986, 
xiii) explicates the relationship between equilibria and lawlike statements as follows: 

"An equil ibrium is a prediction, for a prespecified circumstance, about the choices of 

people and the corresponding outcomes. This prediction generally takes the form ' if 

the insti tut ional context of choice is . .. and if people's preferences are . .. then the 
only choices and outcomes that can endure are ... ' Thus , equilibria replace both 

journ11listic interpretations of events and statistical correlations between environmen-

1111 fucttH S and political outcomes as explanations. In the deepest meaning of the 

w1111l, lhc study of equilibria, in game theory, combined with substantive applica
uw,~, is 11 11 u11cmp1 to provide causal explanations." 
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Concepts of equilibrium "are the link between our abstract models and the empiri

cal world that we are trying to understand." But what does equilibrium mean in the 

study of politics? It is borrowed, with modification, from the natural sciences. "Phys

ical equilibria occur when forces balance one another so that a process repeats itself 

(such as orbits) or comes to rest (as in completed reactions). The scientist explains 

such equilibria by showing that, in an equilibrium, the forces must in fact balance; or 

that , in a disequilibrium, the forces must fail to balance" (Riker 1990, 177). Whereas 

the physicist's equilibrium is the product of mechanical forces, that of the rational 

choice theorist stems from the purposive behavior of individuals: "What must be 

balanced is choices of actions-that is , intentions, which are thus analogous to 

physical forces . Social equilibria occur when actors choose in the most advantageous 
way, given the choices of others, and reach an outcome they would not wish to depart 

from. That is, they would not wish to have chosen differently because the outcome 

reached is the best they can achieve under the circumstances" (Riker 1990, 177). 

The rational choice conception of equilibrium was influenced greatly by the work 
of John Nash (1950). A Nash equilibrium occurs if there is a potentially self

reinforcing agreement whereby each actor "does what is best for her given what 

others [ would] do" (Przeworski 1991 , 20). It can be understood intuitively as an 
agreement from which no party has an incentive to defect. Harsanyi (1986, 92) 

defines it more exactly: "A given strategy of a certain player is called a best reply to 

the other players' strategies if it maximizes this player's payoff so long as the other 

players' strategies are kept constant. A given combination of strategies (containing 

exactly one strategy for each player) is called an equilibrium point if every player's 

strategy is a best reply to all other players' strategies." When people can enter into 

binding agreements with others , "an equilibrium corresponds to an outcome in which 

no coalition has the incentive or the means for unilaterally insuring an improvement 

in the welfare of all of its members. In game-theory terms such an equilibrium is 
called a core and corresponds in simple voting games to a Condorcet winner" (Or

deshook 1982, 26).5 

If a single equilibrium point exists for a given configuration of actors' preferences 

and set of institutional rules , then it is possible to derive predictive hypotheses about 

5. The term game refers to a formal representation of a choice situation. This formal 

representation specifies the set of players , the strategic options available to them, the outcomes 
associated with each combination of players' moves, and the way the players rank the possible 
outcomes in terms of their preferences. See Luce and Raiffa 1957, chaps . I and 3. Noncoopera
tive game theory concerns social interaction in which agreements and promises are not enforced 
by a third party, as distinct from cooperative game theory, in which there is usually communica
tion among players, the opportunity to make binding agreements, and third-party enforcement. 
The presence of third-party enforcement means that there is no need for self-enforcing contracts 

in cooperative games. See Nash 1950; Harsanyi 1986, 92-93. 



26 THE NATURE OF RATIONAL CHOICE THEORY 

what actual agents will do, assuming that people behave rationally. If there are many 

possible equilibria, then rational choice models become more indeterminate; if there 

are no equilibria, then the political world threatens to be chaotic and inherently 
unpredictable in its basic structure. This is why so much of the theoretical rational 

choice literature revolves around trying to identify the necessary and sufficient condi

tions for the existence of equilibria. 
The dominant view among rational choice theorists is that in politics unique equi

libria can seldom be identified, though theorists differ on the significance of this fact. 

For those like Riker (1980, 443) it means that political science is "the dismal sci

ence." On his view, if determinate predictions cannot be derived from the laws in 

which equilibrium models are embedded, then the claim that rational choice models 

amount to anything more than mere empirical generalization has to be abandoned. 

Other rational choice theorists take less than an all-or-nothing view. Elster (1986b, 

19) notes, for example, that when a model predicts multiple equilibria "it can still 

help us to eliminate some alternatives from consideration, even if it does not conform 

to the ideal of eliminating all options but one ." Ordeshook (1986, 98) points out that 

the discovery that no equilibrium exists can be "a clue to what actions and outcomes 

we can anticipate," and a considerable rational choice literature has developed in an 

effort to model strategic behavior in such settings. 6 

Rational choice theorists who resist Riker's pure , all-or-nothing universalism do 

not entirely abandon universalist ambitions . The qualified forms of universalism that 

they adopt do vary, however. One account, advocated by Elster and Ferejohn, may be 

described as partial universalism . This is the view that rational individual maximiza
tion explains part, but not all, of what goes on in every domain of politics. There is 

disagreement , among those who adopt this view, over just how much explanatory 

work rationality shou ld be expected to do in different circumstances. For Elster 
(l 986, 27) rationality should play a "privileged, but not exclusive role" in explaining 

political outcomes. Ferejohn ( 199 1 , 284) makes a weaker claim, based on the ac

knowledgment that multiple equi libria arc ubiquitous: "In a very wide class of situa

tions of strategic interaction- indeed, in virtually any game that takes place over 

time or in which there is a nontrivial informational structure-almost any outcome 

can occur in some game-theoretical equilibrium. This indeterminacy, often called the 

'folk theorem' by game theorists, suggests that unless we substantially enrich the 
concept of rationality itself, or supplement it with extra assumptions about human 

nature , rationality by itself cannot fully account for the selection of one outcome 
rather than another." 

This leads Ferejohn to argue that rational choice theory should be complemented 

6. See reviews in Ordeshook I 986 and McKelvey 199 I. This issue is taken up again in 
Chapter 6. 
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by other partial theories , such as cultural theories. Because human actions are located 
at the boundaries of the sphere of action, which is constrained by the logic of rational 

calculation, and the sphere of meaning, which is constrained by "subtler ideational 

logics," they cannot be explained "without taking both spheres into account" (1991, 

283-86). For Ferejohn, then, cultural theory supplements rational choice theory by 

enabling the researcher to discover which of the many possible equilibria rational 

choice theory predicts will actually occur. Just how much remains that is genuinely 
universal on this type of account is debatable. In subsequent chapters we note that 

rational choice theorists who have advocated partial universalism have left unex

plored the extent to which a phenomenon is explained by individual maximization as 

opposed to habit, blunder, and the like. Nor have they devoted much attention to how 

individual maximization interacts with other independent variables , preferring in
stead to focus on the rationality components of partial universalist explanations. 

A more radically revisionist approach is segmented universalism, the view that 

rational choice explanations are successful only in certain domains of political life. 
On this view, the systematic failure of rational choice theories in certain domains
such as in the explanation of voter turnout-suggests that rational choice theorists 

should try to develop accounts of the circumstances in which rational choice explana

tions will succeed. Satz and Ferejohn (1993, 3) suggest, for example, that "rational 
choice explanations are most plausible in settings in which individual action is se

verely constrained." Just as rational actor models do a better job of explaining the 

behavior of firms than of consumers in the economy, they contend, so these models 

should be expected to do a better job of explaining the behavior of parties than voters 
in politics . Another possibility is that rational choice models tend to be more success

ful in domains of politics that are comparatively similar to economics, so it would be 

reasonable to expect more success in accounting for bureaucratic capture than for 

ethnic riots (Schumpeter 1942; Green 1992). A third view, advanced by Maoz ( 1990, 
318-21), is that rational choice models will be more successful in situations that do 

not involve extremely high or extremely low levels of stress . Low stress "can imply 
both low motivational drives and low practical constraints," suggesting that agents 

are " likely to resort to routine mechanisms for problem solving." Conversely, in high

stress circumstances typically "the motivational drive is extremely strong, and time 
pressure is acute. " This increases the likelihood that "emotional factors and practical 

constraints inhibit analytic procedures" and prevent rational decision making. On this 
view, rational choice models should be expected to do best in situations of moderate 
stress . A fourth hypothesis , suggested by Elster (1986, 19-20), is that rational choice 

explanations are more likely to be correct when the options confronting an agent are 
fixed rather than when they hinge on the possible actions of others, and in less urgent 

decisions than in more urgent ones. Brennan and Buchanan (1984) embrace yet 
another logic when they argue that since the act of voting is not plausibly regarded as 
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what actual agents will do , assuming that people behave rationally. If there are many 

possible equilibria, then rational choice models become more indeterminate; if there 

are no equilibria, then the political world threatens to be chaotic and inherently 

unpredictable in its basic structure. This is why so much of the theoretical rational 

choice literature revolves around trying to identify the necessary and sufficient condi

tions for the existence of equilibria. 

The dominant view among rational choice theorists is that in politics unique equi

libria can seldom be identified , though theorists differ on the significance of this fact. 

For those like Riker (1980, 443) it means that political science is "the dismal sci

ence." On his view, if determinate predictions cannot be derived from the laws in 

which equilibrium models are embedded, then the claim that rational choice models 

amount to anything more than mere empirical generalization has to be abandoned. 

Other rational choice theorists take less than an all-or-nothing view. Elster (1986b, 

19) notes, for example , that when a model predicts multiple equilibria "it can still 

he lp us to eliminate some alternatives from consideration, even if it does not conform 

to the ideal of eliminating all options but one ." Ordeshook (1986, 98) points out that 

the discovery that no equilibrium exists can be "a clue to what actions and outcomes 

we can anticipate," and a considerable rational choice literature has developed in an 

effort to model strategic behavior in such settings. 6 

Rational choice theorists who resist Riker's pure, all-or-nothing universalism do 

not entirely abandon universalist ambitions . The qualified forms of universalism that 

they adopt do vary, however. One account, advocated by Elster and Ferejohn, may be 

described as partial universalism. This is the view that rational individual maximiza

tion ex plai ns part, but not all , of what goes on in every domain of politics . There is 

disagreement, among those who adopt this view, over just how much explanatory 

work rat ionality should be expected to do in different circumstances . For Elster 

( 1986, 27) rationality should play a "privileged, but not exclusive role" in explaining 

political outcomes. Ferejohn (1991 , 284) makes a weaker claim, based on the ac

knowledgment that multiple equilibria are ubiquitous: "In a very wide class of situa

tions of strategic interaction- indeed, in virtually any game that takes place over 

time or in which there is a nontrivial informational structure- almost any outcome 

can occur in some game-theoretical equilibrium . This indeterminacy, often called the 

' folk theorem' by game theorists, suggests that unless we substantially enrich the 

concept of rational ity itself, or supplement it with extra assumptions about human 

nature , rationality by itself cannot fully account for the selection of one outcome 
rather than another." 

This leads Ferejohn to argue that rational choice theory should be complemented 

6. See reviews in Ordeshook 1986 and McKelvey I 99 l. This issue is taken up again in 
Chapter 6. 
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by other partial theories , such as cultural theories . Because human actions arr hK ntr1I 
nt the boundaries of the sphere of action, which is constrained by the logic ot 1111i111111 I 

calculation, and the sphere of meaning, which is constrained by "subtler ldcu1l111111I 
logics," they cannot be explained "without taking both spheres into account" ( 199 1 , 

283-86). For Ferejohn, then , cultural theory supplements rational choice theory hy 

enabling the researcher to discover which of the many possible equilibria rational 

choice theory predicts will actually occur. Just how much remains that is genuinely 

universal on this type of account is debatable. In subsequent chapters we note that 

rational choice theorists who have advocated partial universalism have left unex

plored the extent to which a phenomenon is explained by individual maximization as 

opposed to habit, blunder, and the like . Nor have they devoted much attention to how 

individual maximization interacts with other independent variables , preferring in

stead to focus on the rationality components of partial universalist explanations . 

A more radically revisionist approach is segmented universalism, the view that 

rational choice explanations are successful only in certain domains of political life . 
On this view, the systematic failure of rational choice theories in certain domains

such as in the explanation of voter turnout-suggests that rational choice theorists 

should try to develop accounts of the circumstances in which rational choice explana

tions will succeed. Satz and Ferejohn (1993, 3) suggest, for example, that "rational 

choice explanations are most plausible in settings in which individual action is se

verely constrained ." Just as rational actor models do a better job of explaining the 

behavior of firms than of consumers in the economy, they contend, so these models 

should be expected to do a better job of explaining the behavior of parties than voters 

in politics . Another possibility is that rational choice models tend to be more success

ful in domains of politics that are comparatively similar to economics , so it would be 

reasonable to expect more success in accounting for bureaucratic capture than for 

ethnic riots (Schumpeter 1942; Green 1992). A third view, advanced by Maoz ( 1990, 

318-21), is that rational choice models will be more successful in situations that do 

not involve extremely high or extremely low levels of stress. Low stress "can imply 

both low motivational drives and low practical constraints ," suggesting that agents 

are " likely to resort to routine mechanisms for problem solving." Conversely, in high

stress circumstances typically "the motivational drive is extremely strong, and time 

pressure is acute." This increases the likelihood that "emotional factors and practical 

constraints inhibit analytic procedures" and prevent rational decision making. On this 

view, rational choice models should be expected to do best in situations of moderate 

stress. A fourth hypothesis, suggested by Elster ( 1986, 19-20), is that rational choice 

explanations are more likely to be correct when the options confronting an agent are 

fixed rather than when they hinge on the possible actions of others , and in less urgent 

decisions than in more urgent ones . Brennan and Buchanan (1984) embrace yet 

another logic when they argue that since the act of voting is not plausibly regarded as 



28 THE NATURE OF RATIONAL CHOICE THEORY 

an investment-because of the infinitesimal chance that any one vote will affect the 

outcome-spatial models of voter preference do not fall within the domain of the 

theory. Aldrich ( 1993) and Fiorina (personal correspondence , 1993) generalize this 

argument, suggesting that rational choice models will be useful when the stakes are 

substantial and when the actions of the individual have a significant impact on the 

disposition of the stakes. If the outcome does not matter much or if the agent is 

unlikely to be able to influence it , then it would not be worthwhile to be strategically 
rational . 

Defenders of segmented universalism might be thought to have abandoned univer

salism entirely; this would be a misperception. First, they often have in mind what 

Ferejohn describes as thick-rational interpretations when they acknowledge rational 

choice theory 's limits . Thin-rational accounts, which are conceived ofby Ferejohn, 

Riker, and others who defend them as tautologies applicable to all human action, 

continue to be maintained across the board. Second, most rational choice theorists 

who affirm segmented universalism back into this affirmation, domain by domain, as 

a result of empirical setbacks. They want to defend the most universal a variant of the 

theory possible , and they typically search for a variant that can explain what goes on 

in a particular recalcitrant domain rather than give up on explaining that domain . 

Third , some of the arguments for segmented universalism are themselves rooted in 

rational choice logic, most obviously Fiorina's conjecture that in certain circum

stances it will not be strategically worthwhile to behave strategically, and Satz and 

Ferejohn 's claim that relatively constrained conditions are more likely to prompt 

strategic action than relatively unconstrained conditions. It will become clear in 

subsequent chapters that conjectures of this sort have yet to be tested empirically and 

that the theoretical arguments that underpin them remain relatively underdeveloped. 

Finally, some rational choice theorists have tempered their universalism by depict

ing rational choice as a fa mily of theories rather than as a single theory. Different 

versions of the theory involve various claims about what is maximized , as we have 

seen . Apart from the distinction between thin and thick accounts of rationality, there 

are different th ick-rational accounts in the literature . Votes , wealth, profits, power, 

influence , or some other entity can be maximized, depending on the stipulations of 

the theorist. Different rational choice theorists also work with various assumptions 

about what instrumental rationality entails . Some theorists try to account for agents' 

anticipation of the strategic behavior of other actors . This aspect of the picture is 

further complicated by the range of rational choice views concerning the attitudes of 

maximizing individuals toward one another-attitudes that range from mutual indif
ference to various kinds of interdependent utilities . 

It is sometimes said , therefore , that rational choice theory is really a family of 

theories that share in common a commitment to the idea that the maximizing behavior 

of individuals explains political outcomes (see Becker 1976; Laver 1981 ; Elster 
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1986a; Riker I 990, 172-77). Indeed, some theorists appear to suggest that even the 

maximization hypothesis can be modified or abandoned in certain circumstances . 

Ferejohn and Fiorina ( 1993 , 1) characterize their theory in which voters go to the polls 

in order to minimize the chances of experiencing that outcome they most regret 

(failing to cast the decisive ballot in an election) as a rational choice model, although 

Schwartz (1987) and others disagree. Both Lowi (1992) and Monroe (1991) regard 

Simon's model of satisficing behavior as a type of rational choice explanation, a 

characterization that Simon (1993) contests. 

Depending on one 's interpretation of the relevant basis for family resemblance, 

adopting the family-of-theories view might amount to anything from a mild qualifica

tion of universalism to complete abandonment of it . At the latter extreme, note that 

Wittgenstein ( 1963, 31 - 32) coined the term family resemblance as part of his attack 

on universals, pointing out that words like game refer to classes ofrelated phenomena 

that share no single defining feature. It is doubtful, however, that any rational choice 

theorist would want to go that far; such a move would be at odds with the frequently 

trumpeted aspiration to come up with a theory that could credibly be described as 

more systematic and less ad hoc than the going alternatives in political science. Our 

impression is that rational choice theorists tend to prefer some members of the family 

to others , creating a hierarchy that ranges from versions of the theory that are implau

sible but interesting to versions that are plausible but banal . 

The versions of rational choice theory that are most arresting, and usually most 

coveted by rational choice theorists , are thin-rational accounts that produce counter

intuitive results regardless of agents' tastes and preferences or their knowledge about 

one another's likely behavior (Stigler and Becker 1977). Arrow's impossibility theo

rem rests on such an account, but results like his are few and far between . More 

common are thick-rational accounts that posit self-interest as the basic political 

motivator. Among these, rational choice theorists most often try to vindicate those 

that posit the self-conscious maximization of money, power, or influence under 

conditions of full information. It was because Olson offered a theory of this kind that 

The Logic of Collective Action attracted so much attention . When such explanations 

fail , rational choice theorists typically move to imperfect information models as the 

fi rst line of defense (Harsanyi 1986; Coughlin 1992). If this fails, the next step often 

involves turning to thick-rational accounts that appeal to motives other than narrow 

self-interest, as in Riker and Ordeshook's contention ( 1968) that voters go to the polls 

to maximize the psychic benefits of fulfilling their civic obligations. 

If these levies around the definition of rationality do not hold, other characteriza

tions of human motivation wait in reserve, as we point out in Chapters 4 through 7 . 

Although results that vindicate the strategic capacities of utility-maximizing individ

uals are generally preferred, when these do not pan out theorists turn to more realistic 

decision-theoretic models that make less taxing assumptions about people 's cognitiv 
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capacities. When agents apparently fail to maximize even under these conditions, 

satisficing and minimax regret strategies wait in the wings. And when the possibility 
of agents' demonstrating even quasi-rational behavior no longer seems viable, there is 

always the last-resort expedient of turning from "internalist" to "extemalist" accounts 

of causation, thereby opening up the porous world of evolutionary metaphors . Ratio

nal choice theorists do not explicitly defend this hierarchy among rational choice 

family members. Rather, their preferences among the different variants may be 
inferred from the pattern according to which empirical literatures develop: a research 

program is founded upon an arresting proposition at or near the top of this hierarchy, 

but as anomalies arise subsequent work gravitates downward. 

ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT SCIENTIFIC METHOD 

The rational choice penchant for holding onto some form of universal

ism, no matter how qualified, is linked to a particular view of the scientific method. 
The aspiration to deduce true explanations from axioms makes sense by reference to 

the deductive nomological conception of explanation, which requires that empirical 

laws include only general terms, referring to "general kinds , not to individuals," and 

that, "taken together, the laws must entail that when initial conditions of the general 

kinds described are realized, an event of the kind to be explained always occurs" 
(Miller 1987, 19). 

In spite of the commitment to develop general laws, much rational choice research 

does not fit comfortably within the strictures of this model. The reason is that much 

rational choice research is based on what Moe (1979, 215-16) describes as "core 

statements"-axioms, postulates, and assumptions about people and the contexts in 
which they act-that are concededly unrealistic . These usually include several of the 

following: that people always act rationally (according to the specified definition); 
that people base their actions on certain types of information, sometimes "perfect 

information"; that people update their beliefs in accordance with Bayes' Rule; that 

people evaluate their options on the basis of values specified in the theory (usually 

nonaltruistic values or utility schedules that exhibit such mathematical properties as 
transitivity, ordinality, etc .); that the relevant political "commodities" are homoge

neous and infinitely divisible; and that preferences remain fixed for the duration of the 

time frame in question . Although some rational choice models are more unrealistic 
than others, they are, as Moe notes , usually "not even close to descriptive accuracy." 

The use of explanations based on unrealistic assumptions is usually justified by 

reference to a model of explanation different from the deductive nomological one. On 

this view, which Milton Friedman (1953, 3-43) developed partly as a critique of the 

covering-law model, science does not necessarily advance via the development of 
lawlike generalizations; valid theories may just as reasonably emanate from a super-
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tition or a scientist's dream as from a theorem. Indeed, noting that wildly implausi

ble and contradictory theories (measured against the existing stock of knowledge of 

the day) have sometimes survived and become accepted, Friedman argued that pay

ing too much attention either to realism or to consistent generalization of a theory was 

likely to produce an illicit conservative bias in theory building. On the Friedman
instrumental view, the decisive test of a theory is its predictive or explanatory power, 

not its internal structure or its concurrence with received wisdom. 

The Friedman-instrumental view can justify building rational choice hypotheses on 

unrealistic assumptions , but at the cost of undermining the claims of Ac hen and Snidal, 

Bueno de Mesquita, Noll and Weingast, and others who insist that scientific advance 

comes only with developing theory- that is, establishing the existence of covering

laws. As Moe (1979, 215- 39) and Miller ( 1987, 18-19) have noted, the covering-law 

model gets its distinctiveness and power from its requirement that covering-laws be 

both general and empirical-subject, that is, to disconfirmation through observation. 
This reality check is essential to ensuring that covering-laws are not mere flights of 

intellectual fancy; if they turn out to be at variance with the observed data, they must be 

abandoned, or modified and then subjected to new empirical tests . 
Given the competing rationales behind the covering-law and instrumental views, it 

is not legitimate both to justify the unrealism of rational choice explanations on 

instrumental grounds and to appeal to the covering-law model in defense of axiomatic 

proofs . Either the development of general theory is justified on covering-law grounds 
(in which case it cannot legitimately be based on unrealistic assumptions), or the 
unrealism is justified on instrumental grounds (in which case the particular mode of 

theory building is beside the point; testable predictions are what matter). 

This leaves two options for those who want to pursue rational choice theory as part 

of the endeavor of advancing the empirical study of politics . One option is to modify 
the assumptions on which the theory rests to make them more realistic (thereby 

remaining within the strictures of the covering-law model); this is the tack advocated 

by Austen-Smith (1984), Krehbiel (1988), Ferejohn (1991), Noll and Weingast 

( 1991 ), and Johnson ( 1991 ). Striving for realism raises the demand for empirical 

testing and the standards that a theory must meet to be successful. The other possi
bility is to abandon the covering-law model , justifying the unrealism of the theory on 

instrumental grounds . This is a view from which rational choice theorists often shy 

away in their explicit pronouncements on method, since it calls into question the 
value of much of their work, the bulk of which is not empirical at all. Often, however, 

rational choice work derives its intellectual appeal from its putative ability to make 

predictions about politics from a small handful of unrealistic assumptions about 

motivations, information, and incentive structures. On this description, it is difficult 
to make sense of the rational choice venture in anything other than Friedman

instrumental terms. 
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In the end, whether rational choice theory is thought of in covering-Jaw or 

Friedman-instrumental terms, empirical testing cannot be escaped. On either view, a 

theory of politics has no payoff if its hypotheses do not survive empirical scrutiny. In 
this light, it is surprising that both defenders and critics of rational choice theory have 
paid so little attention to empirical testing . It is to that subject that we now tum. 

CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGICAL 

PATHOLOGIES 

Whatever may be said on behalf of the analytic elegance or heuristic 

value of rational choice theories, empirical applications have tended to suffer from 

two classes of methodological infirmities. The first encompasses what may be de

scribed as pedestrian methodological defects . Scholars working within the rational 

choice tradition from time to time misapply statistical techniques , overlook problems 
of measurement error, or rely excessively on inferences drawn from a small number 

of case studies. Although potentially serious, methodological shortcomings of this 

kind come with the territory in political science and are not the main focus of our 

critique. 
More interesting is the syndrome of fundamental and recurrent methodological 

failings rooted in the universalist aspirations that motivate so much rational choice 

theorizing. These concern the ways hypotheses are conceptualized, the manner in 

which they are transformed into testable propositions, and the interpretation of em

pirical results when tests are conducted. We contend that these (often mutually 

reinforcing) mistakes stem from a method-driven rather than problem-driven ap

proach to research, in which practitioners are more eager to vindicate one or another 

universalist model than to understand and explain actual political outcomes. More 
than anything else, it is this aspiration that leads to the errors that we describe here as 

the pathologies of rational choice theory. We make good on the claim that these are 

characteristic failings in Chapters 4 through 7, where we review in systematic fash
ion rational choice literatures on turnout, collective action, legislative behavior, and 
electoral competition. In this chapter we describe and illustrate these methodological 

failings, explaining why they are at odds with basic requirements of sound empirical 

research. 1 

I . It is not our position that every attempt to test rational choice models empirically goes 

II 




