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Green and Shapiro

Pathologies of Rational Choice Theory argues that:

despite its enormous and growing prestige in the
discipline, rational choice theory has yet to deliver
on its promise to advance the empirical study of
politics [p. 7]

It characterizes RCT with two properties:

1. intentional explanation

2. universalistic aspirations of rational choice theory
“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” [p. 24].

3 / 17



Two Visions
Green and Shapiro differ from their critics on how to think
about formal rational choice models in political science.

For Green and Shapiro:

Models are tools to generate possible causal
mechanisms, which should be tested against
behavioral data.

For Ferejohn and Satz:

Models are a unified collection of tools to generate
possible intentional and causal mechanisms, which
should be tested against behavioral data.

My (tentative!) suggestion is that these differences are still
lurking the background of conversations between quant and
formal political scientists

4 / 17



Where I’m Headed

Two kinds of explanation

I Causal

I Intentional

Representation via formal models

I In general

I Rational choice specifically

Different tradeoffs
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Przeworski and Teune
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Objection 1: Causes

Przeworski and Teune use Hempel’s Inductive-Statistical
model of explanation.

I Statistical relevence vs. causal relevance

I Kyburg’s counterexample: This sample of table salt
dissolves in water, for it has had a dissolving spell cast
upon it, and all samples of table salt that have had
dissolving spells cast upon them dissolve in water.

Past half century of methodological work on causal
inference is all about escaping this model.
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Objection 2: Intentions

An intentional explanation is one that gives the actor’s
reason for acting as they do.

A reason is an appropriate constellation of beliefs and
desires that explain the act.

I The act is a good way to achieve the desire given the
belief.

I These beliefs and desires actually lead to the act
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Robert Lucas
When asked if choice-theoretic foundations are crucial for
macroeconomic models:

No. It depends on the purposes you want the
model to serve.. . . [I]f one wants to know how
behavior is likely to change under some change in
a policy, it is necessary to model the way people
make choices. If you see me driving north on
Clark Street, you will have good (though not
perfect) predictive success by guessing that I will
still be going North on the same street a few
minutes later. But if you want to predict how I
will respond if Clark Street is closed off, you have
to have some idea of where I am going and what
my alternative routes are—of the nature of my
decision problem.
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William Dray
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Models
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Rational Choice Models

A typical Bayesian Game Model consists of:

I Primitives: 〈N,Ω, π, (Ai, Ti, τi, ui)i∈N〉

I Solution concept: Bayes-Nash equilibrium (σ∗i )i∈N

Drenched in intentional concepts:

I Beliefs about Ω and A−i

I Preferences over A× Ω

(N.B., intentional broader than this version of RCT)

12 / 17



Revealed Prefernce

Fundamentalism

Is the last claim epistemic or semantic?

If semantic, then these are equivlent:

I Pandora chooses b over a because she prefers b to a

I Pandora chooses b over a because she chooses b over a
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Taking Intentions Seriously
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The Core Disagreement
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Different Tradeoffs

Intentional
Interpretability

Behavioral
Adequacy
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