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1. Introduction
The question that Shapiro and Smith posed for the conference, as I understand it, is whether social science ought to focus more than it now does on solving real (explanatory) problems and less on developing methods.  There seem to be two worries that may animate this question. One is that too many resources are devoted to the development and refinement of methods and too little attention is paid to actual things needing explanation.  In this sense there is a misallocation of social scientific resources.  Another is that when proponents of some method turn to explaining some particular event or phenomenon, they produce distorted accounts, deflected by inordinate attention and sympathy for their favorite method.  Methods driven social science comes up with defective explanations.  Proper attempts to explain things ought to be open ended and responsive to the phenomenon to be explained and not be committed in advance to any particular explanatory methodology.  Such a commitment smacks of dogmatism or a priori-ism. These complaints are illustrated by the usual metaphors of drunks searching under streetlamps and the law of the hammer. 

My inclination is to resist the question as not quite usefully posed.  I believe that our possession of relatively well developed and systematic methodologies or theories is what permits the  social sciences – or particular approaches to social scientific explanation – to make distinctive and sometimes valuable contributions to understanding the events that interest us.
  I imagine that others may argue that point.   Besides, I think that a methodological focus can throw a new light on old explanatory issues in various ways: things that might be taken for granted from one perspective look problematic and in need of explanation from another.  For example, a contribution (perhaps the only contribution) of rational choice theory to explaining the act of voting, was to problematize voting rather than abstention.  Shifting from one methodological focus to another, in this sense, often changes the explanatory question.  So, even if commitment to a particular method tends to produce uneven or partial explanations in many cases, such a commitment can enhance our understanding of the phenomenon.

Indeed, one might ask whether there is any sense to the idea of “an” explanation of any particular phenomenon.  If one grants the idea explanations are answers to questions and that question themselves are dependent on methodology, the notion of a unique or best or privileged explanation seems hard to defend.  The best we can hope for is to pose method-driven questions about an event of interest (for whatever reason) and then try to make explanatory headway from the viewpoint of that question. We might hope, that is, to surround a problematic event with partial explanations without hoping for anything more definitive than that.   In a sense, when we have examined an event from more methodological perspectives, we may have increased our “understanding” or grasp of the event in some sense.  This is not to deny progress in understanding but it is to say that understanding is a multifaceted idea and that improving understanding of event does not imply anything like a best explanation.

Besides, what is an “event” anyhow?  We often understand an event requiring explanation as a kind of primitive pre-theoretic idea but that is just a rough starting point.  Event descriptions are themselves dependent on method or theory.  Events are theoretically unstable in that as accepted theory changes, the events needing explaining change too, as the voting example suggests. And, if any doubt remains one can point to the ubiquitous use of prisonner’s dilemmas and collective action problems to turn Aristotle’s axiomatic conception of man as inherently social on its head.  Group formation and social organization become things in need of explanation rather than givens.  

In another sense, a methodological program generates events needing explanation. This idea is a commonplace among those social scientists who generate their data in a theory based manner – as did, for example the sociologists who defined and operationalized the concept of alienation or the economists who formulated the idea of consumer confidence with survey research methodology.  While both of these ideas may have originated as explanatory variables to account for other phenomena, they have long since become phenomena needing explanation.  But there is a deeper sense in which methodologies produce explanatory agendas that are disconnected from common sense problems.  Explaining discrimination in the workplace, for example, is a distinctively difficult problem for economists.  From that perspective, it is hard to see how an employer could rationally refuse to hire productive workers from some group, especially if they offered to work for lower wages than others.  So, economists struggled to come up with explanations for the phenomenon that fit their methological predilections.  

I don’t want to make the radical claim that all interesting explanatory problems are completely dependent on method.  The reason that economists took the trouble to wrestle with explaining workplace discrimination is that (even) they recognized its actual existence in the world.  The point is more modest: explanatory problems may arise from more or less commonsensical starting points and then be taken up from varied methodological perspectives. In that process, the explanatory problem – the question – may get refined, redefined or even eliminated.  As questions are changed in this more or less dialectical manner, various explanatory answers will be put forward.  Each of these methods driven explanations will tend to be partial or incomplete – they are not necessarily answers to the original common sense problem at all.  I think this process is pretty much unavoidable.  The development of modern social science has only made it more visible and perhaps more institutional than ever before.    

So we cannot avoid methodology any more that Moliere’s gentleman could avoid speaking prose.  Of course, these points, even if granted, do not amount to a defense of the current allocation of social scientific resources among methods versus problem driven approaches.  Rather they are an endorsement of explanatory pragmatism, in which both events and explanations are relativized to questions of interest and where those questions can arise either from everyday concerns or from more programmatic (methodological) concerns.   The question remains of how should the resources and approbation of the social sciences be allocated among those with single minded methological foci and those with more problem oriented foci.  But that question is not going to answered at an abstract level and will not be addressed here either. But, in the spirit of the organizers’ question I think there is one kind of explanatory “problem” that seems pretty resistant to systematic social science and that for these kinds of problem we may really face the kind of tradeoff that he sees.  The question I want to raise is what social science – an inherently methodology intensive enterprise – may have to say about singular events. 

2. Explaining Singular Events
Singular events are sometimes understood to mark the beginnings or ends of eras, to punctuate longer periods of slow or evolutionary development, or to carry special meaning or significance as events.   Certain wars, rebellions, assassinations, historic compromises or refusals of compromises, campaigns or elections and many other things might count as examples.  Within the literature of American politics the study of critical elections or election sequences might constitute a example ample of such occurrences – though their designation as members of a class already cuts against this idea.  The outbreak of some wars, the American Civil War especially but also the American Revolution, are often thought of as singular and of needing a special kind of explanatory strategy. 

Singular events seem to be such a heterogeneous class and so one is entitled to doubt that much can be said about them as such as there may be nothing, other than their rarity, they have in common.  We might be forced to think of such events as bearing, at most, a relationship of family resemblence.  In any case, because such events are thought to be freighted with meaning, the designation of an event as “singular” is bound to be controversial and “theory dependent.”  Singularity is not really definable in an extensional sense.  Perhaps some events are taken to be singular because the consequences that follow from them.  The concessions to Hitler at Munich in 1938 seem singular, for example, because of Hitler’s later invasions of Poland and Western Europe.  Had he been run over by a car late in 1938, Munich would probably have faded from view.   More importantly an event gains singularity because of the way it is described or understood.  The significance of Munich seems to rest on a shared belief that Hitler was there given extra time and opportunity to develop his forces for future aggressions and the results of these aggressions turned out to be momentous for us.  If this is right, the singularity of Munich depends on subsequent actions and subsequent shared beliefs.

The explanation of such occurrences seems especially difficult from a scientific viewpoint for several reasons.  The first issue is, as already mentioned, that such events however identified have nothing in common.  I am happy to grant this because not much turns on it: there is no reason to think that good explanations of singular events would necessarily have much in common either.  The designation “singular” only conveys rarity and special significance for a people.  Nothing more than that.  The most important practical difficulty seems to be that singularity means that we will have a relatively thin base of information to draw on – at least thin in some important sense. In another sense, we might have quite a lot of narrative information about precisely because of its importance to contemporaries or successors.  Participants will tend to save their papers, write memoirs or  apologies; historians and others will try to understand and explain it; politicians will invoke it as justifying some further course of action.  So, we will tend to have at once both too little and too much information about the event.   But our capacity to explain or understand such things often seems important from a policy oriented standpoint.  Witness, for example, the role of “Munich” in debates about how we should deal with Sadam Hussein.  There is a claim by those who cite Munich that a particular  “causal” process is in motion in contemporary Iraq – roughly the same kind of process that was in motion in Germany in 1938 – that will lead to the development or acquisition of weapons of mass destruction unless there is some outside intervention to put a stop to it.  Such an argument seems to rest on the claim that we have an explanation or understanding developments in Germany in the late 30s.  What kind of understanding could this be, given singularity of the German case?

One possibility is to embed the German case in a class of relevantly similar cases and then attempt to find a generalization that explains, in some statistical sense, what happens follows attempts at appeasement. This is to deny in effect that Munich was a singular event.  Alternatively, we could resort to counterfactuals and invoke some idea of what would have happened (or what actors believed or should have believed would have happened) in those counterfactual circumstances to explain (or justify) choice in actual circumstances.  But what evidence can we have about these counterfactual claims?  After all, the military buildup and subsequent invasions occurred and so the “explanatory” factors all occurred as well.  How can we know what would have happened had one or more of these factors been different?  What kind of evidence would be germane to deciding?  

Another approach is to break up the larger event into complex sequences and ensembles of actions – subevents – where these sequences and subevents are more mundane and, perhaps, explicable by resorting to ordinary explanatory strategies.  For example, in explaining the American response to the placement of Russian missies in Cuba, Graham Allison draws heavily from the organization theories of the time.  From these more or less ordinary behavioral predictions he crafts or aggregates a story of the crisis and its resolution.  This strategy involves assuming that the singularity of the event does not affect its subevents in any strong way.  Allison assumed that more or less ordinary regularities of organizational behavior would be exhibited throughout the missile crisis.  It was in the concatenation of these events that the singularity of the crisis arose.  

Both of these strategies are completely compatible with ordinary social science practice and I have nothing to say against their pursuit.   But there is nothing in the nature of the explanations offered that makes them different in principle, from any other social scientific explanation.   The thinness of the data and plausibility of the comparisons, and indeed the cleverness of the explanatory strategies, may tend to make any particular account incompletely convincing and controversial but the resulting disagreement is not in any way mysterious.

There is, however, another familiar strategy of explanation of singular events that seems unusual from the standpoint of ordinary social science explanation.  This strategy does not depend on constructing larger classes of similar events, or on breaking down the event into smaller sequences.  It focuses instead on explaining the event from the point of view of the actor or actors involved.  The availability of this approach, everyone will quickly notice, does not really turn on the singularity of the event at all but instead on the access to the perspectives of involved agents.  Any action, however ordinary, could be examined from the viewpoint of the agent or agent’s involved if we have some way of getting access to those viewpoints.  In the case of singular events it seems to me that this strategy – of internal explanation – seems to recommend itself especially strongly to historians and others who are convinced of the event’s significance.   Who better to consult about Munich than Chamberlain or Hitler or perhaps their agents in the discussions?  Those involved seem have a special access to what was said and thought and, perhaps, to whatever it is that made Munich singular (though this last claim seems disputable).  Moreover, when an event is of special importance, participants and close observers are probably fairly likely to remember what they did, to save records, to speculate and explain, justify and criticize what happened.  Such information, however imperfect, might seem especially privileged material for explanatory purposes and may, as a result, tend to crowd out other kinds of explanations.

This is not worrying if there is reason to think that each of these strategies will converge in some sense. But I think there are some reasons to doubt such a convergence and to think that agent centered explanations will tend to diverge systematically from the comparative and counterfactual approaches outlined above. Are these reasons good?  Or do they turn on misapprehensions about either social scientific or agent centered explanation? 

3. Two approaches to explanation
I will distinguish two kinds of explanation – external or causal explanation and internal or deliberative explanation.   External explanations represent agents as doing things because of some configuration of causal influences.  Obviously, the notion of “cause” needs to be spelled out  and how it is spelled out will turn out to depend on the theory of behavior – or, in the way I am using the term, methodology – that is supposed to be at work in the agents.   But, whichever theory is in play could work in one of two general ways: one, causal factors might determine behavior without “running through” the agent’s deliberative or reasoning processes.  When a doctor hits your knee with a hammer, it moves automatically.  Or, causal factors may drive or shape the agent’s deliberations by presenting her with reasons for action so that she “chooses” certain actions rather than others based those reasons (this is developed in Pettit’s Common Mind). Either way we could understand her action as caused, but in the latter case she is also acting deliberatively (for reasons) as well.

We may consider some more or less classical examples of external explanations.  Durkheim’s account of societal suicide rates.  Some fraction of people in certain kinds of societies will tend to kill themselves at certain rates and these rates are said to be predictably based on certain factors.  So, one might want to say that a society’s suicide rate is explained causally.  It is not clear which kind of causal explanation this supposed to be but it seems that it can be causal in the second (deliberative) sense.  In any case, for this to be a causal explanation of any kind seems to require that we learn more about the mechanisms which lead the particular individuals who commit suicide to do this.  It is possible that the mechanism that produces this result acts by presenting individuals with reasons and that the individuals all act deliberatively.  That the rate turns out to be predictable, while the individual event is not, might reflect the fact (if it is a fact) that the aggregate level causal factors relate stochastically to the circumstances of the individuals. 

Drug addiction offers a different kind of example.  Here, the agent does something compulsively, in spite of her judgement as to what she thinks she should do or in spite of an intention not to do it. There are various ways to understand this phenomenon.   There may be deliberation and choice involved even though the outcome of the deliberative process is a predictable consequence of the working of a chemical addiction.  The drug might work, for example, by altering the preferences of the individual so that she has strong reason to take the drug where in certain chemical induced circumstances.  Or, the drug might work by suspending some or all of the agent’s deliberative capacities so that she takes the drug in spite of knowing that she has sufficient reason not to do so.  In the first case the drug works through agent deliberation; in the second it works around agent deliberation.  But either way, there is a causal relation between having the addiction and consuming the drug.

Internal explanations work differently.  An internal explanation for an action identifies reasons that an actor had that would rationally lead to or produce the action.  An action is explained internally as an outcome of deliberative process in which the agent is assume to act for reasons.  To “explain” in this sense is to “justify” in the sense that an actor with the goals and beliefs held by (or attributed to) the actor would have or could rationally have adopted that action.  Internal explanation is, in this respect, a normative account of an agent’s behavior in that an action is explained only if there are sufficient reasons, from the agent’s viewpoint for doing it.  From the agent’s perspective, the action was the best thing to do.  There are some qualifications and ambiguities that need to be addressed from the internal perspective that may be important later on.  One is that an actor can have reason to do X and do X but for some other reason.  I might have reason to go to chicago tomorrow to complete some transaction, and I might go to Chicago because I was abducted by kidnappers at gunpoint. In this case I have two sufficient reason to do X and so, in either case, X is justified and therefore internally explained.  But there are, however, two different explanations and they are not compatible.  In this case, I suppose it is clear that the reasons emanating from the kidnapper “trump” the other reasons and so the kidnapper centered explanation is the correct internal account.

Internal explanations do not involve any comparative test, at least not directly or obviously.  We explain an agent’s behavior by considering whether she had sufficient reason to take the action and, in fact, took the action because of that reason.   This may involve appeal to the own agent’s beliefs about counterfactual circumstances of course and perhaps this would include her beliefs about what would happen in those circumstances.  Still, the explanation itself does not appeal to anything other than the agents reasons for action even though those reasons may be grounded in her beliefs about counterfactuals.

Examples: When we seek to understand or explain everyday events – why you were late to dinner last night – we normally seek an internal explanation.  You say that your daughter needed help with her homework and you needed to delay your departure from your house for a few minutes in order to assist her.  Your belief that your daughter was in need of assistance (together with your belief in the unimportance of being a bit late for dinner)  provides a reason for delay and is the reason you acted on in leaving your house as late as you did.  This account provides a justification for your leaving your house late, and an explanation to me for your tardiness. Obviously, the explanation in this case is also meant to excuse your lateness too.

Ethnographic explanations are typically internal. For example, Richard Fenno’s descriptions in Home Style explain what each of his congressmen do in their districts by appealing to reasons they gave or appeared (to the analyst) to have and to have acted on.  More elaborate ethnography seeks to explain the system of reasons that available for motivating action in a community or culture.  In his book, Fenno hoped to go further suggested that there may be a way to explain which kinds of congressmen and/or which kind of congressmen would tend to produce which kind of “home style” – and insofar as this is possible his internal approach might converge on an external or causal approach.  

But there are reasons to be skeptical of such a convergence.  The main reason is that there seems to be a distinction between causal accounts and justificatory accounts of action.  Causal accounts of how things go seem to be, in their nature, positivistic in that they can be true or false accounts of phenomena to be explained.  Internal explanations or justifications seem to be inherently normative and so not to be anchored in the way the world is.  This is rough worry and one that I will argue against but I think it captures part of the skepticism about convergence.  Moreover, there are a lot of people – social scientists, lawyers, philosophers – who seem to think that one or another of these two kinds of explanations is impossible or unimportant.  One area where this battle is raged is law.

For example, consider the problem of explaining the structure of contract law within the United States. There are roughly two approaches within law: one account, law and economics, claims that most of the structure of this law can be explained as the structure of legal rules that would produce the most total wealth in the society.  Such an explanation explains which contracts can be breached, what damages should be paid, which kinds of evidence counts in ascertaining the existence of a contract and so on.  The alternative approach, explains these doctrinal elements as the consequences of shared and deeply held values that are at stake in contracting.  An explanation for a rule, in this case, is a justification of the rule in terms of values embodied in the legal system.  Unsurprisingly, each approach is better at explaining some legal facts rather than others and for this reason, proponents or each approach sometimes try to fuzz the distinctions between them. Internalists sometimes recognize that wealth maximization may itself be a value and externalists are sometimes forced to endorse welfare maximization rather than wealth maximization as the driving causal motor for their theories.  But the important point here is that proponents of each side tend to think of arguments from the other viewpoint as irrelevant, irreverent, and unimportant.                                                                                       

Part of the reason for this disagreement lies in different attitudes about causation in human affairs.  Internalists at least since Aristotle, see actions as taking place for reasons and tend to admit the possibility that an agent may fail to do what she has reason to do. Indeed, the concerns of internalists are at least partly driven by normative or moral concerns and a causal account of human action tends to undermine the kind of human agency needed to make normative appraisal relevant.  Externalists are concerned to explain regularities they see in the social world and tend to believe that the only or the best way to account for such regularities is by appealing to more or less general causal mechanisms.  From an externalist viewpoint, normative concerns are wholly separate from explanatory ones. 

Some have argued in favor of a practical preference for seeking external rather than internal explanations when both kinds of explanation might be available.  Gary Becker, for example, believes that actions are in fact “explained” by preferences (and perhaps beliefs) in circumstances of constraint or scarcity and in this sense deliberative or internal accounts of economic activity are freely available., where configurations of preferences and beliefs are taken to represent reasons for action.  But he also thinks that ‘we’ (economists) cannot really know much about the preferences or beliefs held by individual agents and so good economic explanations will focus on showing how constraints produce actions, and making little appeal to subjective factors.  As far as any particular agent is concerned, constraints are likely be produced causally (through variations in prices or technology, etc).  Thus, as understand him, Becker has a practical preference for external or causal explanation even when deliberative or reason based explanations are available.  

4 Are Internal and External Accounts Necessarily in Conflict?

Superficially, external explanations claim to be more or less causal accounts whereas internal explanations explain actions by making them intelligible – showing how they are justified from the agent’s perspective – which doesn’t seem to be a causal story.  One might try to convert internal accounts into causal accounts by taking reasons as causes.  This would involve saying that if an agent has most reason to do X in circumstance C, that X is caused by facts about the agent and her circumstances. On the face of it this seems to involve denying that the agent has a capacity to choose not to do X.  Or, it is to deny agency.  Is this objectionable?

Maybe not. We are, after all physical/biological creatures embedded in the material world and, I suppose, in that sense whatever it is that our bodies do must be compatible with physical laws.   So, if an agent does X (where X is described physically), there seems to be little objection to saying that X is caused.  But, there are reasons to think that X, taken now as an action, cannot be completely described physically.  The description of an act also includes the intentions with which it is done – waving my hand might be a signal if I have a certain intent, or it might simply be a twitch – the physical description doesn’t tell us which it is.  So, while there is no problem with saying that the physical aspect of X is caused, it is a stronger claim to say that X itself is caused.  

Moreover, we need to ask how the intention to do X, arises. Some kinds of intentions might arise causally: if you haven’t had any liquid in couple of days and a glass of water appears in front of you, you might “automatically” form an intention to drink it.  But most intentions do not arise automatically in that way.  On the deliberative account, the intention to do X arises from X’s being the best thing for you to do in circumstance C.  But being the best thing to do is a normative notion and so seeing X (including its intentional aspect) as caused seems to involve saying something like saying that norms have causal force.  I agree that they have force but of a different kind.

I think it is more natural to work the other way around and to assimilate external to internal explanation.  In particular I want to argue that the notion of causation in human affairs needs to be removed from the physicalist model and given an understanding that fits with internalism.  This will involve restricting the role that causation can play in explaining human action.  This may seem like a strange thing to do but I think there is a familiar model for making exactly this move: rational choice theory, or at least what I propose as the best way to understand the relation of that theory to actual human behavior. 

5. Social Ontology of Rational Choice Theory 



Philip Pettit has argued that human beings are not merely intentional systems (entities that seek ends), though they are that, but are also thinking beings.  So, satisfactory social explanations – and here I think he means internal explanations – need to take account of both aspects of humanity.    The notion of an intentional subject is familiar enough not to need discussion; what is new in Pettit’s idea is that humans have a distinctive capacity (thinking) that distinguishes them from merely intentional systems (animals, thermostats, etc).  He argues that this capacity – perhaps the most distinctive such capacity – is the capacity to identify and follow rules.  By this he means the capacity to identify and follow rules –  of the kind Wittgenstein, Kripke and others have discussed –  that are potentially applicable in indefinitely many circumstances. Philosophers writing on this topic typically choose their examples from language or mathematics, and are usually concerned to show that rule identification is impossible.  But as Pettit argues, these examples support the idea that the capacity to follow rules, if there is one,  must rely in some way on background assumptions and cannot be infallible.  Norms may be taken to be special examples rules in that they are supposed to apply in indefinitely many situations and to direct action in those cases.  Therefore, on this account, the capacity to be guided by norms is an instance of the capacity to identify and follow rules more generally.  Moreover, the rationality hypothesis, or any variant of it, may also be seen a rule in Pettit’s sense, in that it directs the choice of action in indefinitely many circumstances and conforming to rationality hypothesis is an example of rule following.  Thus, if Pettit’s conception of rule following is right, we might expect human beings to exhibit (at most) imperfect rationality, in the same way that they would be capable of complying (imperfectly) with other norms and rules.

On this account we can understand human beings are physical entities, subject to ordinary causal laws, and that these causal regularities produce in them certain (more or less hard wired) capacities to act as particular norms direct (however imperfectly).  One could well ask why physical human beings would be impelled to conform to a norm even if they could do so?   This is a question of motivation and is a familiar problem for moral theories.  Philosophers since Aristotle have insisted that seeing what one ought to do is one thing, and being motivated to do it is something else altogether.  Indeed, a common way of criticism a moral theory is that it fails a test of motivation: that it makes demands on people that they cannot ordinarily be motivated to respond to.  Various versions of utilitarianism are often criticized in this way.

Conversely some versions of rational choice theory are supposed to offer particularly compelling reasons to people.  Self interest, for example, is thought to be a strong motivation in many circumstances (one can imagine causal mechanism that might explain why this this might be so).  If this right, one would expect the behavior of physical humans to conform roughly to the operation of that version of the rationality hypothesis, at least where there are not other well motivated normative reasons do refrain from such action.  There is, of course, some ordinary causation in this story: ordinary causal mechanism will no doubt play a part in shaping human capacities and motivation.  But there is no asserted causal relation among the mental attitudes of the human beings and their actions.  The relation among these entities is tautological and normative (with beliefs B and preferences P, a rational entity would, definitionally do A;
 and rationality is a norm purporting to guide the actual agent).  In this respect, the rationality hypothesis offers an internal account of action: rational agents choose best actions, based on the reasons they have, and so their choices are justifiable.  But it offers an external account of action insofar as capacities and motivations play a causal role in setting up the parameters for rational deliberation.  

Rational choice theory therefore can be understood to give offer both internal and external accounts of action.   Internally, rationality explanations work through a mental model in which beliefs, desires and actions are supposed normally to be related to each other.  This seems an internal idea if we think of this relation being established deliberatively, in reasoning about what to do, or think, or believe.  But externally, rational choice accounts seem to rest on some causal regularities as well.   These regularities have to do with the formation of capacities to be guided by a rationality norm, and the degree to which following that norm will be motivating or attractive to the agent.  

This view is, it seems to me, quite different from the standard interpretation of rational choice theory, one that seems accepted both by proponents and critics.  On that account rationality can be understood as a property of the human mental or neural apparatus that generates behavior causally.  Put a (fully described) rational creature in a certain circumstance and it automatically does a specific thing.  As I suggested before, this view seems (needlessly) to deny that people make choices.  The construction I offered above leaves room for deliberative rationality and choice while, at the same time, recognizing some room for causation (in forming capacities and motivations).  But the causal aspects of an explanation have little to do with rationality itself.  In that sense the main work of rational choice theory is internal.  Whether there are, additionally, external/causal implications turns on other facts about humans (capacities and motivations).

One implication is that the propositions from rational choice theory cannot be expected to represent or approximate causal regularities exhibited in human action.  They are statements of how rational creatures would act – they are statements about how normatively directed creatures would act and statements about how people trying to follow that norm should act -- and whether actual people come near to attaining that standard is going to depend on how closely they either can or want to comply with the norm itself.  I have little to say about the capacity to follow rules (including rationality) in general ot how it might vary over contexts.  But the attractiveness of various rationality norms seems likely to vary significantly.  Consider, for the example, the wealth maximizing variant of rationality.  Such a norm is likely to conflict with other attractive norms in various contexts. An agent might for example find wealth maximization an attractive guide where she is deciding on a retirement portfolio.  But, she may resist following that norm if it recommends purchasing shares of tobacco firms.  So we might think that any particular version of the rationality hypothesis to work better in domains without attractive competing norms. 

6. Limitations of Rationality

I should add here that I am taking rationality explanations as examples of social scientific explanations in that they purport to offer causal or positivistic explanations.  I do not deny that other “paradigms” may offer other positivist accounts of behavior.  But, a purely causal explanation of human action seems defective on grounds I argued above; a theory that fails to recognize and represent how things seem from the agent’s viewpoint, deliberativel, is missing something important about human action.  

As an example bounded rationality theories purport to offer alternative more or less causal or external accounts of human, perhaps sometimes better accounts in some contexts, than explanations offered from a rational choice perspective.  Indeed, the rule following account offered here might seem, on the surface, to offer a reason to believe that as causal explanation, bounded rationality would likely be superior to rational choice theory.  After all, bounded rationality stories seem to rely on what humans, as they are hard wired, are capable of doing.  Such stories emphasize the incapacities of people to be rational even when they want to.  And, on my account, these incapacities are likely to be the kind of thing that can be explained causally.  So we might very well expect such theories to lead eventually to superior causal explanations of human behavior.  But will such theories offer better accounts of human action – of what people do intentionally or deliberatively?  Here I have doubts.

Can there be norms of bounded rationality?  On the surface there seems to be no problem.  Bounded rationality has the outward appearance of a norm: it directs an agent to do or refrain from doing things in indefinitely many circumstances.  But, there are some internal problems too.  Assuming, as I do, that we are cognitively constrained, we can nevertheless imagine, or build, systems capable of more rationality than we are.  That is, at least in specific domains, we can build systems that transcend our limitations or capacities to behave rationally.  We buy spreadsheet programs to programs to compute our taxes, presumably because, within their task domain, they can be counted on to do a better job at complying with rationality requirements than we would would ourselves.  Expert chess computers can, by now beat all human players, and are presumably less cognitively constrained on chess problems than we are.  Indeed, long ago it was proved that fully rationally strategies exist in chess (or at least in the near relatives of chess that have finite game trees; ie. what is played in professional chess tournaments).  

So, at least in these cases, while we could imagine a norm of bounded rationality but probably none of us would find it compelling.  We want to find a the best or most powerful chess program, not one that tracks our capacities.  We would know that there are better answers available even if we ourselves cannot reliably find them.  So, in this sense, a boundedly rational norm probably has some real defects from an internal perspective: we know it would be giving wrong or inadequate advice.  It may represent the best that we can do – indeed insofar as bounded rationality theories are inductively derived from empirical experience, their appeal is pretty much purely external.

The attraction of bounded rational theories is that they provide a wedge by which recognizably causal factors can come into play.  We can say that an actor took the action she did in part because she was cognitively unable to recognize the existence of better alternatives, or even to see what she did as an occasion to “choose” at all.  But then, have we really made her action intelligible? We may have explained why she failed to see a choice that was really there but the same time, we have made the action she took less than a full blooded deliberative chosen action.   That may be the best route to a more or less causal account, but adopting in some ways adopting this explanatory strategy involves abandoning the idea of explaining human action rather than mere behavior.

7. An Example
I worked recently on a paper about James Madison’s views and actions concerning the separation of powers in the first decade after the adoption of the Constitution.  Madison made a number of “moves” concerning how new issues concerning institutional powers should be dealt with in that period, a period in which he found himself in regular opposition to the president and his ministers.  Could the president, for example, fire a department head or did he need Senatorial advice and consent?  Did the constitutional allocation of treaty making powers to the Senate and President requiring senatorial consent to abrogate a treaty?  Did that same allocation of power exclude a role for the House of Representatives in making or complying with treaties?  

I will take this sequence of actions as bounding something like a singular event.  It is important for how a central aspect of governmental structure evolved. It was obviously literally singular too.  And my access to it is limited to narrative materials, most of them in the first person and most with polemical purposes.  So, at my disposal I had the public actions that Madison took as a political leader, the polemical articles he published in prominent periodicals, some of his correspondence, and records of reactions by political friends and opponents.  And of course, I had access to his earlier writings on the separation of powers, the many fine historical studies of his recent past and historian’s conclusions as to what his “theory

of separation of powers was (at least in the 1787-89 period).  What did not have was direct evidence as to what views he held on this topic – what theory he had – in 1791 or 1795 or 1798. 

The purpose of my essay was to try to make out a persuasive case for what that theory was. So I was trying to construct an internal account – a justification – for Madison’s activities.  This involved two steps: constructing a theory of separation of powers (what powers needed protection, and which constitutional instruments were available to do the work) and then showing how on that theory Madison’s tactical maneuvers were intelligible.  Plainly this was an internal enterprise and plainly it invoked rationality norms along the way.  

It seems that, at least implicity, there was an external aspect to the story as well.   One could make make the  (not very interesting) claim anyone situated as Madison was would have made the same choices.  But, the singularity of the event means that the assertion if true is empirically unimportant.  Indeed, I have given reasons in this essay to doubt even that since I think that Madison made actual choices – that he could well have done otherwise.  He might have given up without a fight on some of these issues; indeed, he supported the president on some issues which, in my view, he might have done well to oppose him.  So I think there is at best a very weak externalist story.   But was there any causal aspect to the story?  

On the account of rationality I have given above it is not obvious that there was.  I did not claim that Madison was somehow cognitively constrained in the moves he could make.  If he was then a causal argument turning on that limitation might be made.  In fact, he often didn’t get his way but I think that was because he was either outvoted or outmaneuvered.  I do think that he formed or reformed his beliefs in a theoretically rational way.  His experience under the new Constitution convinced him pretty quickly (on my account) that he had been wrong to think of the president’s powers as simple and easily confined. So he came to believe that it was necessary to find ways to confine executive powers in various ways – largely through interpreting constitutional texts relating to those powers.   And, once he formed his beliefs, he chose to pursue what must have seemed to him to be the only real lines of actions available: he offered constitutional interpretations, he proposed legislation, he made speeches in the House, and wrote editorials to mobilize elite opinion.  

One might be tempted to conclude from this example, social science methodology is not doing the work in this story.   I am inclined to agree that it was not necessary in this case to bring out any heavy artillery.  But my claim was more modest: that the kind of explanations offered in such cases fits with social science explanation more generally.  At least as I reconstruct as aimed at explaining the behavior of agents who are deliberative and imperfectly moved by reasons.  On this account, the internal and external aspects are two faces of the same coin, and not different coins.  And neither is a causal story. I think this is as it must be unless we want to widen the notion of causation to include very heterogeneous phenomena.  There are causal elements to explaining human behavior of course – the one I have emphasized is the fact that hard wired human beings are incapable of being perfectly norm guided creatures, even if the normative claims on them were completely consistent.  But of course, when human agents make choices embedded in institutional contexts, other causal constraints will come into play as well.

� For purposes of this paper, I shall use “theory” and “methodology” interchangably.


� I won’t go into the matter here but there is deceptive simplification in this formulaic expression of the rationality hypothesis.  Beliefs and preferences are both normative objects too.  There are things, based on what I have experienced, that I ought to believe.  No doubt my actual beliefs only approximate the beliefs I should have.  Perhaps more controversially, I think the same is true of preferences.  There are things I should want and perhaps I do not want them at present.  There are various ways to make sense of this; perhaps I don’t fully appreciate the need for a gas driven generator because I don’t take assign a high enough probability to a power failure, or because I don’t fully appreciate what it would be like not be able to run my expresso machine.  For now, these issues are off the table.





