PH330 Philosophy of Social Science

Reading Guide:
Amartya K. Sen: Rational Fools: A Critique of the Behavioral Foundations of Economic Theory

I.

Sen approaches his topic by way of a discussion of some aspects of Edgeworth’s economic theory. Don’t worry if you find it difficult to follow this first section because you are not familiar with that theory. You should, however, be able to epxlain what Sen means on pp. 318f. when he says “the dismissal of utilitarianism as a descriptive doctrine of behaviour does not leave us with egoism as the only alternative”. 





II.

Explain what Sen means when he says that “[i]t is possible to define a person’s interests in such a way that no matter what he does he can be seen to be furthering his own interests in every isolated act of choice” (p. 322)





For Sen, an approach based on the idea that “the only way of understanding a person’s real preferences is to examine his actual choices” … “presumes both too little and too much” (p. 323)

Why too little?




Why too much?




IV.

(No question on section III.) On p. 326, Sen introduces a distinction between two notions that will be key to his argument.

What is sympathy?





What is commitment?




In the story of the two boys and two apples (pp. 328f.) what is boy A’s anger at the end meant to indicate?





V. – VI.

What Sen tries to argue in these two sections is that there are concrete empirical examples of behaviour that can only be explained in terms of the idea that people sometimes act out of commitment. List at least three such examples:

1.

2.

3.
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VII.

Why, according to Sen, does traditional rational choice theory have ‘too little structure’?





What kinds of phenomena does Sen think are best analysed in terms of the idea of a ‘higher order ranking’ of preferences?





VIII.

In what ways may behaviour based on commitment diverge from rationality conceived of as “consequentialist act-evaluation based on self-interest” (p. 343)?

1.

2.

3.
