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RATIONAL CHOICES AS SOCIAL NORMS

Dimitri Landa

ABSTRACT

This article develops an account of a theory of rational choice based on the
conception of rationality as a normatively justified correspondence between
interests and choices. In this conception, rationality is best thought of as a
property not of individual actions, but of a complex two-level phenomenon
comprised of the social justification of behavioral norms and of the everyday
choices made under these norms.

KEY WORDS e Nash equilibrium e norms e rational choice

Introduction

The core aspect of the concept of rationality that lies at the heart of the
theory of rational choice is the optimal instrumental fit between actions
and the interests they advance. When applied to individuals, it refers to a
disposition for optimal choice: an agent displays rationality when she is
disposed toward making choices that are optimal relative to a given set of
preferences and information. According to a view that remains pervasive
in formal work in political science, that disposition is exercised by choosing
an optimal action following a direct and correct evaluation of the relative
merits of alternative actions; a rational agent makes that choice because s/
he recognizes that, given those preferences and information, the choice in
question is, indeed, optimal.

This view is, undoubtedly, very demanding, and so rational actor models
often come with a proviso that goes something like the following: ‘In truth,
this is not really how we are making decisions or how we think that others
are making decisions. There are underlying social factors that affect
how (rational) choices are made that are missing from our formal represen-
tations of individual behavior but that can be asserted in support of those
representations’.

I thank Ethan Bueno de Mesquita, Keith Dowding, Catherine Hafer, Russell Hardin, Jim
Johnson, and Edna Ullmann-Margalit for their comments on the earlier drafts of this article.
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Although not altogether implausible, this proviso implies a certain epi-
phenomenalism of what is, in the model, being posited as the causal account
of an explanandum. In so doing, it raises concerns about both the causal rele-
vance and the correct specification of the underlying account of choice
making. No less importantly, it also begs a more general question about
the interaction between relevant social factors, whatever they may be, and
rational choices. In addition to social factors mattering in accounting for
what looks like rational behavior, social factors, and in particular, social
norms, are often invoked in accounting for behavior that appears to be
less than entirely optimal. If those social factors do not induce rational
choices in all instances of choice making, why do they do so in some instances
but not in others? If those factors are responsible both for rational and for
irrational behavior, then a theory of individual choice that invokes them
implicitly, without a further account of the conditions under which those fac-
tors may be expected to produce the posited consequences, is, arguably,
badly underspecified.

My goal in this essay is to sketch a more nuanced account of the relation-
ship between social practices and individual rationality that supports varia-
tion in the individual-level optimality of choice. Since a number of accounts
that could do this are likely possible, it is important to underscore two further
methodological constraints — constraints that go beyond the requirements of
psychological plausibility — that I believe a defensible account ought to
satisfy. First, it must provide a model of rational explanation that explains
individual behavior in terms of individual intentionalist ontology. That is,
it must not treat individual preferences and beliefs as epiphenomenal; at
the end of the day, a rational action explanation of behavior must hinge
on the causal persuasiveness of the claim that, given the underlying prefer-
ences and beliefs, acting in a specified way is rational and that is why
agents (rather than social puppeteers) will choose to act that way. Second,
such an account must not be ad hoc in the following sense: the conditions
that it posits as causing or distinguishing between expected optimal and
expected suboptimal behavior must be independently falsifiable.

My point of departure in articulating such an account is the following
observation by Dagfinn Follesdal (1982: 309):' ‘Man has rationality as a
norm, as a second-order disposition of the following kind: once one becomes
aware that one has fallen into irrationality, one will tend to adjust one’s
belief, attitudes, and actions such as to make them more rational . . . Man
is a rational animal in the sense that man has rationality as a norm’. In the
account of rational choice I present, this positive responsiveness to the
better argument is the crucial aspect of individual agency — definitive of

1. See also Raz (1999: 71).
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the relationship between individuals and their social environment, and
through that relationship, of what choices they make and how they go
about making them. As a product of this agency, the identity of rational
choice is determined on two distinct levels: (1) the justification of norms in
a corresponding social setting, where rationality calls for a willingness to
adjust one’s view of the requirements of optimal choice in the light of appro-
priate evidence; and (2) the application of norms thus justified to a given
choice situation, where a rational action is an action demanded by what
the agent perceives to be a justified social norm for the situations of that
kind. Thus, the content of social norms — of behavioral rules that are per-
ceived, in light of their social justification, to be dictating optimal behavior
— becomes a key determinant of the content of rational action.

In the next section, I outline the most prominent existing approaches to the
relationship between social factors and rational behavior and develop a
critique of these approaches that underscores the importance of the criteria
articulated earlier. I then present two examples that provide some of the
intuition for the alternative approach I defend. Next, I provide a sketch of
the two-level account of rational choice that is at the core of that approach,
followed by a brief discussion of its implications for several issues of particu-
lar significance to present-day work in rational choice social science.’

Rational Choice and the Social

The now standard model of rational behavior posits the existence of a causal
relationship between an agent’s preferences and beliefs and her action.? Its
domain of application is rational agents — agents whose (1) preferences are
weakly ordered (i.e., complete and transitive); (2) beliefs are updated effi-
ciently (that is, are consistent with Bayes’s Rule for updating prior beliefs
about the probability of states of the world in light of new information)
and knowledge satisfies logical omniscience (i.e., full awareness of all logical
implications of all statements that are held true); and (3) choices are expec-
tationally rational, given their preferences and beliefs. The basic explanatory
claim of the theory is that agents who fit this notion of agency would choose a
rational action because, given their beliefs about the relationship between
their choices and the outcomes these choices would bring about, their

2. Because the primary goal of this article is to create a logically sustained sketch of the foun-
dational claims of what I take to be the most defensible account of rational action and demon-
strate their/its (relative) appeal, I leave minimal the discussion of the models of learning in games
that may be argued to be implementing some of the implications of the constructive arguments
advanced below.

3. See Davidson (1980a).
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preferences are, indeed, best satisfied by the action chosen. Thus, given the
underlying circumstances, including their preferences, beliefs, and the set
of alternatives available to them, their (individual) rationality is sufficient
to bring about the optimal choice.

At least as a first approximation, the theoretical question about the inter-
action between social factors and the rationality of individual choice can be
implicitly understood as a pragmatic question about the explanatory power
of this theory. Is individual rationality in the three-part sense defined here
sufficiently widespread to explain the universe of observations? How large
is the domain of application of the explanatory theory that relies on that
definition? To address these questions, social factors have been brought in
to mediate, oppose, and delimit the reach of individual rationality.

Broadly speaking, one can distinguish between three prominent existing
approaches to explaining individual behavior in terms of social factors.
Two of these approaches focus on the social in the form of social norms.
The third approach introduces social factors into the theory of rational
choice as implied antecedents of rational behavior.* Each of these approaches
captures plausible aspects of the relationship between social factors and indi-
vidual rationality yet falls short of a fully satisfactory general account of that
relationship.

The first of these three approaches posits social norms as an independent
causal mover that produces behavior not reducible to individual optimiza-
tion. In one of the prominent contemporary defenses of this view, Elster
(1989: 125) argues ‘for the reality of norms and for their autonomy. By the
reality of norms I mean their independent motivating power. Norms are
not merely ex post rationalizations of self-interest . . . They are capable of
being ex ante sources of action. By the autonomy of norms I mean their irre-
ducibility to optimization’. Following the norm is conceived as an outside
constraint that is independent of the rational action: ‘Often norms and
self-interest coexist in a parallelogram of forces that jointly determine beha-
vior. When the norms require me to do X and self-interest tells me to do Y,
I may end up with a compromise’ (p. 106). Hollis (1994: 185) provides a
structurally similar account: ‘the utilities attached to Jill’s options when
planning a party depend partly on what she herself wants and partly on nor-
mative context. We can think of these elements as successive filters, with the
normative context yielding a menu of options and the particular choice being
made from the menu by rational calculation’. Thus, social norms are seen as
exogenous to the rational choice justification. They bind independently on
the chooser, in effect, a priori delimiting the space within which utility-
maximizing action may operate.

4. See, notably, Satz and Ferejohn (1994).
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Perhaps the most significant contributions of this view are to focus atten-
tion on the reality of norm following as a social practice and to offer a list of
behavioral puzzles, many of which continue to defy explanation in terms of
optimal choices given preferences and beliefs. But as an explanation of
behavior this approach begs the question of when and why some individuals
are, and others are not, subject to the causal force of social norms that are
not reducible to optimization.’ Nor is it clear what we should expect the
‘compromise’ between norms and rational action to be like — either as an
ex ante behavioral prediction or as a normative guide to individual decision
making.

A key comparative advantage of the second, game-theoretic, approach, is
precisely its treatment of social norm-based behavior as qualitatively the
same kind of object as any rational behavior. This unified framework pro-
vides a means of answering the question of when a social norm can be
sustained, and so when it binds against what would otherwise have been
the unconstrained optimal choices of the individuals subject to it. A norm
constitutes an effective constraint only if the profile of actions or strategies
that instantiate it is an equilibrium in the underlying strategic environment
(Calvert, 1995; Schotter, 1981; Ullmann-Margalit, 1977). In game-theoretic
models of norms, agents’ choices are constrained by other agents’ equilibrium
strategy choices. Agents’ choices are also constrained by other agents’ expec-
tations, which are themselves induced by equilibrium play: e.g., in public
goods contributions games, punishing others when it is costly to do so is
rational because, in equilibrium, failing to do so may be subject to punish-
ment as well; in a canonical stag-hunt game, the rationality of choosing to
hunt a rabbit or a deer depends on what expectations a player has about
others’ behavior.

The effect of modeling norms as game-theoretic equilibria has, thus, been
the rationalization of much norm-following behavior that, in the absence of
equilibrium reasoning, must have seemed prima facie irrational. But, at the
end of the day, the scope of explanations that the norms-as-equilibria
approach is able to offer excludes behavior (some examples of which are dis-
cussed in the next section) that is best understood as caused by particular
social norms that are not reducible to the equilibrium incentives of the
rational agents in the standard sense of the term. To the extent that our ambi-
tion is to construct a theory that is able to create room for this variation, the
norms-as-equilibria approach does not, at least without further theoretical
edifice, fit the bill.

Unlike the first two approaches, the structural (or, as Satz and Ferejohn,
1994, refer to it, the ‘externalist’) approach has little to say about social

5. Indeed, Elster (1989: 125) himself notes, ‘I cannot offer a positive explanation of norms. I do
not know why human beings have a propensity to construct and follow norms . . .".
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norms as explicit counterweights to or instantiations of individually rational
behavior. It treats behavior as if it were on the basis of reasons, substituting a
structural social ontology for the standard reason- (interests and beliefs)
based explanation of individual behavior. This causal picture underscores
the consequentialist view of rationality, which maintains that following the
procedure of expected utility maximization is not a requirement of rational
action. Instead, rationality is to be understood as a characteristic of ‘any
behavior that solves some optimization problem . . . independent of whether
it comes about as the result of careful thought, or whether it comes about
through tradition, routine, or in any other way. All that matters is the
behavior’s actual optimality’ (Borgers, 1996: 1375). On this view, demanding
proceduralism (that is, intentional optimization) is akin to demanding that
soap bubbles follow optimization routines in choosing their optimal
shapes: ‘the weakness of the argument is obvious in that context, and the
argument is similarly weak in the context of economics’ (Borgers, 1996: 1376).

The consequentialist aspect of the structural approach has considerable
appeal, not least because it is less demanding of individual agency than
what I defined as the standard view. Moreover, the recent development of
evolutionary game theory (e.g., Samuleson, 1998) provides us with a frame-
work for the explicit analysis of the circumstances of convergence to Nash
equilibrium behavior.® But in the end, this approach is too consequentialist.
The analogy between soap bubbles and people breaks down because one of
the primary needs that a rational explanation serves — a need that we have as
socially positioned beings — is that of identifying what sort of thing people
think they are doing when they take particular actions, whereas we have
no such interest in the thoughts of soap bubbles. If we adopt the purely con-
sequentialist account of rational behavior advocated by the structuralist
approach, it is not clear how we could advance a satisfactory intentionalist
rational explanation. The explanation that demonstrates that people
behaved de facto optimally with respect to some kind of maximand would
not really meet our explanatory needs, unless it is accompanied by an expla-
nation of why they chose to associate those maximands with the particular
actions chosen — an explanation that is expressly not provided by this
approach.’

6. See, though, Dickson (2006) who develops arguments that call into question the expecta-
tion that agents with Bayesian learning necessarily survive in the evolutionarily stable equilibria
of coordination games.

7. Of course, if a consequentialist account of rational behavior is meant to serve as a supple-
ment to and not a replacement for the intentionalist account, one is left wondering when and why
one of these accounts binds rather than the other, and the criticism raised in the referenced para-
graph applies throughout.
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If one gives up the intentionalist aspect of rational behavior, and with it,
the causal weight of the agency that would choose a rational action because,
given the relevant beliefs, its preferences are best satisfied by the action
chosen, one begs the question, ‘why that action, given the motivation (prefer-
ence)?” This question is of fundamental, even decisive, importance. A map
from motivations into actions serves two purposes: First, it establishes an
agent’s competence as someone whose reasons for action are sufficient to
cause her (relevant) behavior. If we give up either the knowledge or the
assumption of such competence, both the moral status of the agents and of
our own responses to their behavior would change dramatically. Second,
even though the considerations of causal relevance require us to identify
reasons for action independent of the action taken, ‘beliefs and desires’, as
Donald Davidson (1980c: 216) observes, ‘issue in behavior only as modified
and mediated by further beliefs and desires, attitudes and attendings, without
limit’. Without the map from motivations into actions, the true identity of
the effective motivation becomes, in and of itself, very ambiguous. Creating
such a map, however, means re-building the intentionalist structure of
rational individuals’ responses to their environment.® Unless one is prepared
to offer an alternative conception of rationality, which consequentialists have
been reticent to do, giving up the intentionalist interpretation of optimality
is giving up the only tool available to an explanatory rationalist.

Rationality and Community: Two Examples

In this section I describe two examples the properties of which provide a key
intuition for the two-level account of rational choice sketched in the subse-
quent section. In both examples, the individual choices made are clearly sub-
optimal given the actors’ preferences and the efficient use of the information
available to them, yet in both examples labeling their behavior, and even
more so the actors themselves, ‘irrational’ seems odd. The reasons why
that is so point to what I believe is one of the key pieces missing from the
standard account of rational choice — the cognitive dimension of social
norms.

Consider the ‘battle of the sexes’ game in Figure 1, with payoffs expressed
in dollars. This game has two pure strategy Nash equilibria, (7, L) and
(B, R), with obvious distributive asymmetries. Suppose now that, before
the play of the game, Player 1 has an opportunity to publicly burn a one-
dollar bill. Player 1 has, then, four possible pure strategies: burn a dollar

8. See the argument in Dowding (2002).
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Player 2
L R

Player 1 T 3,1 0,0

B 0,0 1,3

Figure 1. Asymmetric Coordination Game

and choose T'; burn a dollar and choose B; do not burn a dollar and choose
T; and do not burn a dollar and choose B. Similarly, Player 2 now has four
pure strategies as well, since she can condition her choice of L or R on
whether Player 1 has burned a dollar or not: L whether Player 1 has
burned the dollar or not; R if she has not burned a dollar and L if she has;
etc. In the normal form of this transformed game (see Figure 2), the actions
that correspond to the subgame in which Player 1 burns the dollar are desig-
nated by the ‘prime’.

Player 2
LL RL LR’ RR’'

Player 1 T 3,1 0,0 3,1 0,0
B 0,0 1,3 0,0 1,3
T’ 2,1 2,1 —-1,0 —-1,0

s

B’ -1,0 [-1,0 0,3 0,3

Figure 2. Asymmetric Coordination Game with the Prior Option of Burning §1 by
Player 1

By successively eliminating weakly dominated strategies (in sequence B’,
RR', LR', B, RL', T"), we obtain (T, LL’) as the unique equilibrium predic-
tion. The possibility of burning a dollar without actually burning it is, thus,
sufficient to ensure that Player 1’s preferred equilibrium is played.’

9. This example is introduced in van Damme (1989) and further developed in Rubinstein
(1991), but neither author need feel implicated in the uses to which it is being put here.
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Suppose now that neither player realizes that the possibility of Player 1
burning a dollar has the distributive consequences described earlier, and
so, in effect, considers it to be broadly irrelevant. Then the players behave
as if the game they are playing is the one captured in the first matrix. Clearly,
this outcome is a consequence of the players’ effectively placing probability 0
on the possibility of there being a positive effect for Player 1 of considering
and making common knowledge her option of burning a dollar bill. But so
long as neither player is aware of the possibility of burning a dollar, there
is a set of mutually consistent beliefs that yields common knowledge
among the players of the first game, and we can adequately explain their
behavior by analyzing that game.

Consider now another example whose relatively generic features cover a
wide class of non-acratic behavioral anomalies. Members of a legislative
body are voting on a particular amendment to a bill under consideration.
If members of party X, who dislike the bill and even more so the amendment,
vote for the amendment, then they would cause the adoption of the amend-
ment. This, in turn, would make the bill less palatable to its supporters and,
indeed, ensure its failure. To achieve their ultimate objective of defeating the
bill, members of X should, then, vote in favor of the amendment — a course of
action that is obvious to the experienced legislators.!? Suppose that members
of X include a rookie-legislator who both knows the preferences of all
legislators and shares the preferences of other members of X, and who
knows that she is facing no electoral constraints requiring a record of
voting against the amendment. When the vote is taken, this legislator votes
against the amendment, sincerely registering her dissatisfaction with its
content. The result of voting is that the amendment is rejected by one vote.
When asked to explain her vote, the legislator responds that it is a rational
implication of her disliking the amendment and of her belief that by voting
against it, she is making its adoption less likely. The legislator’s own expla-
nation of her action is certainly both rational and causally efficacious, but
it is also both uninteresting on its own and clearly unsatisfactory as an
explanation of what happened, given what we know about the relationship
between the passage of the bill and of the amendment and the state of the
legislator’s knowledge.

It is worth emphasizing here that while explanation of an action may be
said to carry with it a rationalist bias, in that we interpret an action in the
light of what we take to be the actor’s intentions, ‘rationalization’ is not
synonymous with ‘producing a satisfactory rational explanation’.!! (In the

10. Suppose that difficulties of explaining the vote to the electorate, whch may sometimes
keep the legislators from voting strategically, are not binding here.
11. I thank Keith Dowding for pressing me on this point.
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preceding example, the legislator’s dislike of the amendment and her belief
that she could make its passage less likely by voting for it rationalizes her
action. It does not provide a satisfactory rational explanation in that it
does not explain her inadequate comprehension of her strategic environ-
ment.) The more we know about the agents (or the preferences of the general
type to which the agent belongs), the less justifiable the identity between
‘rationalization” and ‘rational explanation’ seems. In the context of the
classic problem of translation, these notions can be thought of as the
same, but in standard explanatory contexts in social science we often know
what it is the agents think they are doing even when it is clear that what
they are doing is suboptimal relative to what they themselves would consider
their (dominant) preferences and the efficient use of the information avail-
able to them. Leaving the explanation at rationalization would be deeply
unsatisfactory, indeed, question begging if it is at odds with other beliefs
that we know the relevant agents (or agents of the same type in similar situa-
tions) to have. To produce a satisfactory rational explanation, we need to
have non-ad hoc account for how those agents manage to maintain such
inconsistent beliefs.

What is striking about the difference between the burning the dollar and
the amendment voting examples is the different relationships between indivi-
dual actions and communal perceptions that they exhibit. If other legislators
— in particular, members of our rookie legislator’s coalition — have assigned
a positive probability to the possibility of her not knowing the correct causal
model, we would certainly expect them to have communicated it to her. In
the example, however, this does not happen, and this must leave the observer
perhaps even more puzzled about the social setting of the described inter-
action than, in a strict sense, about the rationality of the legislator herself.
(She is a rookie legislator, after all, and if something as important as a pivotal
vote with consequences for the entire coalition calls for a special considera-
tion on her part, shouldn’t we expect her more experienced colleagues to alert
her to it?) As in the dollar-burning example, our perceptions of individual
rationality here appear to depend on what we expect the agents’ community
to do or have done. This intuition is a key feature of the two-level account of
rational choice sketched later. But this account must go beyond the assertion
that ‘behaving thus was the norm for the relevant group’, for though that
may, indeed, be true, it would be question begging unless we have a non-
ad hoc micro-level theory that tells us something about the relationship
between norms and individually optimal choices. To make that explanation
work, we need a theory that both accounts for the agents’ perceptions of
norms as identifying best courses of action and delimits the set of stable
and compelling norms ax ante.
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A Two-level Theory of Rational Choice

The Social Ontology of Rationality

The central contention of this section is that rationality is best viewed as a
product of two distinct practices in which agents participate with an (instru-
mentally rational) disposition to obtain the best fit between their preferences
and beliefs and their actions. The first of these practices entails the justifica-
tion of the behavioral norms that dictate individual responses to specific
classes of social situations. The second practice consists of following those
norms when agents perceive themselves to be in a corresponding situation.
Although the relationship between these two practices is hierarchical, with
the justifiability of relevant norms implying their normative force over parti-
cular choice circumstances, this hierarchy is one with a bottom-up feedback:
one should expect a considerable amount of normative adjustment in light of
the consequences of individual choices, both one’s own and others’.

One of the most distinctive features of this structure is the particular rela-
tionship it posits between individual choices and behavioral norms. In the
account I am proposing, individual choices are considered rational because
(though not only because) they are governed by norms that are perceived
as rationally justifiable. From the standpoint of this view, the account of
norms as exogenous constraints delimiting the space of rational action fails
to appreciate (1) that (stable) norms must be supported by a profile of
mutually rational behavioral choices (including the behavior of those agents
whose choices are constrained by the norms), and (2) that the rational
response to constraint has a normative force itself.

A norm is at once a stable behavioral pattern and a binding imperative, but
it will not be stable if it is not binding, and it cannot be binding if a party that
is supposed to be subject to it believes that it would be better off acting
differently. A norm, thus, is only a norm if the set of behavioral recommen-
dations supporting it is perceived to be the best way to behave by all relevant
parties — that is, if it is an equilibrium of perceptions. (The ‘best way to
behave’ is not, of course, the same as the “‘unconstrained best’, but it is the
best we think we can do given our expectations of what others will do.) In
this sense, if expectations really do constrain i’s actions, then i’s perceived
rational response is normative for i. Provided that the other agents see no
reason to change their actions (i.e., provided that the behavioral pattern
really is stable), the set of actions that is at once a stable behavioral pattern
and a binding behavioral imperative includes those of agent i. Thus, to say
that a norm is a constraint on agent 7 is to refer to an incomplete specification
of what might be called an effective norm (that is, an equilibrium profile of
supporting strategies, including that of agent i) — even if saying that is
sensible as imparting information about i’s ranking of all possible states.
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