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CHOICE FRUITS AND FRUITY CHOICES

Using a hypothetical example of Prof. Sense’s fruit choice, to catalogue reasonable selection bases, to determine the relation between choice, preference and self-interest

In this essay, I use a hypothetical example of a certain Prof. Amartya Sense’s fruit choice, to catalogue reasonable selection bases, including self-interest, which may explain human choice.  Later, I discuss the relation between choice, preference and self-interest.

(I)
Fruit choice and fruity choices

The example here illustrates Prof. Sense’s choices at various dinner parties, in two settings.  The first is Shantiniketan, where Sense spent his childhood.  The other is Trinity College, where Sense served as Master. These two different settings are used to highlight: the importance of an individual’s social position and how it may influence their choice; and, the fact that preference orderings may change over time.

Choice tables below provide information about how Sense chooses from a fruit basket passed around during dinner.  

‘Preference orderings’ reveal the order of Sense’s fruit preference: M (Mango), B (Banana), O (Other fruits), P (PASS). Pass is always an option in the bundle, though this is not explicitly stated.  

‘Setting’ indicates the backdrop of the dinner party Sense is attending (i.e. in Shantiniketan and Trinity College). ‘Bundle’ indicates the number and kind of fruits in the basket. ‘Position’ indicates Sense’s seat on the table, by his turn to receive the fruit basket.

‘Choice’ indicates the actual choice made.  In the example, only one fruit can be chosen.  Hoarding is not an option.  In setting 1, once a choice is made (including ‘pass’) that choice is final.  In setting 2, after the first pass, Sense is allowed to choose again, and the latter decision is final.

Table 1: Dinner parties in Shantiniketan

Preference order: M>B>O>PASS

	Setting: Child, in Shantiniketan
	Bundle (Menu)
	Position
	Choice

	
	
	
	

	1.1
	B,M
	Second last
	M

	1.2
	B,M1,M2
	Second last
	M1/M2

	1.3
	B,M,O
	Third last
	O

	1.4
	B,M,O
	Second last
	B

	1.5
	B,M
	Third last
	PASS


Table 2: Dinner parties in Trinity College

Preference order: B>O>M>PASS

	Setting: Master of Trinity
	Bundle (Menu)
	Position
	Choice

	
	
	
	

	2.1
	B,M,O
	First
	B

	2.2
	B,M1,M2
	First (/third)
	PASS/B

	2.3
	B,M1,M2
	First  (/third)
	PASS/M

	2.4
	B,M,O
	First
	O

	2.5
	B,M,O
	First
	PASS/PASS


Sense gone bananas?
Given Sense’s choices above, based on assigned preference orderings, it would be impossible for a revealed preference approach (RPA) theorist to qualify Sense as a rational economic person (REP).  Because, according to RPA, a rational economic person would make a choice based on their preference orderings, which optimise their personal welfare (calculated on the basis of self-interest). Sense’s choices above would make the RPA theorist conclude that they were observing a person ‘who had gone bananas’ – someone mad to the bone – and not one of their most distinguished brethren (Sense is a Nobel prize winning economist).

The RPA theorist can be shown that he was indeed mistaken when he pronounced judgement on Sense, as “having gone bananas,” if one goes beyond self-interest optimisation as the sole criterion for rationality.  The following tables provide various reasonable selection bases, including self-interest, to explain Sense’s choices above.  It is important to note that none of Sense’s choices are purely irrational (in the sense of non-reasoned, or due to ignorance).  

Table 1.2: Sense’s selection bases (Shantiniketan)

	Setting: Child, in Shantiniketan
	Choice
	Selection base
	Explanation

	
	
	
	

	1.1
	M
	Self-interest
	Self-interested optimisation.

	1.2
	M1/M2
	Commitment
 /Self- interest
	Tagore teaches Sense that consideration for others is the mark of a civilised Indian.  One may like mangoes, but since most Indians like mangoes it is important that we consider other’s preferences before grabbing the last mango during dinner.
  

	1.3
	O
	Commitment /Guilt
	Tagore is watching Sense choose, and Sense knows it.  Perhaps the choice Sense makes is out of an internalisation of Tagore’s teaching or Sense feels guilty of disappointing Tagore by choosing the only mango in the basket.  (Sense does not know the preferences of the last two remaining guests at dinner).  

	1.4
	B
	Commitment
	Tagore is not watching, and yet Sense chooses the banana, because he knows that the person next to him prefers mango over banana.  Sense has definitely made his choice on the basis of commitment here.

	1.5
	PASS
	Sympathy (+menu dependence)

	Two starving kids rescued from a neighbouring, famine hit, village sit next to Sense. He decides to pass out of sympathy for their condition: seeing them eat fruit makes Sense feel satisfied.  Note this is a menu-dependent choice too, since if there was one more fruit in the basket Sense may have taken chosen a fruit instead of passing.


Table 2.2: Sense's selection bases (Trinity College)

	Setting:

Trinity

Master
	Choice
	Selection base
	Explanation

	
	
	
	

	2.1
	B
	Self-interest
	Self-interest optimisation.

	2.2
	PASS/B
	Strategic nobility (self-interest; chooser dependence)
	Sense and his guest Jim Wolfensohn sit next to each other.  Both prefer bananas most.  They know each other’s preferences, and Trinity rules of conduct.  Since Sense does not want to appear a bad host, he decides to put Jim in a spot.  He passes the fruit basket to Jim who can: pass and forgo eating fruit, appear as a banana grabber himself, or choose one of the two mangoes.  He decides to choose the mango, and passes the basket to Sense.  Sense then takes the banana, since he does not know the preference of the person next to him (who is not Jim), and optimises his self-interest via strategic nobility.  This is also a case of chooser dependence as Sense’s choice is affected by Jim’s choice.


	2.3
	PASS/M
	Suckered!

(self-interest; chooser dependence)
	This time Sense’s guest is a fellow from Robinson, JGM.  Both prefer bananas to any other fruit.  They know each other’s preferences and Trinity norms. Sense tries to repeat his strategic nobility tactic.  He passes the fruit basket to JGM.  JGM knows about strategic nobility.  She feels less fidelity to Trinity norms.  So, she chooses the banana with a coy, albeit knowing, smile and passes the basket back to Sense.  Sense is suckered – strategic nobility misfired!–as he now has to take a mango.
  

	2.4
	O
	Commitment
	Sense decides to honour a bright Trinity student (say Mr. T) sitting next to him, by choosing another fruit and asking Mr. T to take the one banana in the fruit basket.  Sense’s behaviour can be seen as an expression of commitment – he has a responsibility to recognise and honour bright students as he is Master.

	2.5
	PASS / PASS
	Self-interest
	Sense has consumed a lot of food and wine, and can handle no more.  This is in his self-interest, because eating fruit would make him sick the next day. 


The various selection bases – self-interest, commitment, sympathy, strategic nobility, guilt – listed above, document that human choice can be motivated by several reasons; reasons, which include self-interest.  

In the example above, one can clearly see that choice depends on the context: the rules/norms of the environment under which choice is exercised; the options available in the bundle (menu); the consideration about how is the choice made and who is making the choice (see strategic nobility above); all these factors matter.   The question one needs to answer now is whether the inclusion of selection bases other than self-interest in mainstream economic theory are justified – i.e. does such an inclusion increase the explanatory and predictive power of economic theory?
  Or, are RPA theorists justified in viewing human choice as motivated mostly by self-interest/personal welfare optimisation revealed by preferences?

(II)

Strategic nobility, sympathy, and commitment: why all this matters…

Do we choose what we prefer?  The work of another Nobel prize winning economist (a real one, in this case), Prof. Amartya Sen, may help us answer this question in light of the example above.

 The selection bases of strategic nobility and sympathy show that individuals may optimise their welfare without making a choice based on their preference orderings.  In the case of strategic nobility, the initial choice is deliberately not the one that is most preferred according to preference orderings.  And yet, because of prevailing rules and norms, one may end up optimising one’s welfare and self-interest in the end.
 

Similarly, in the case of sympathy, one may actually optimise welfare by choosing their least favoured preference, according to the preference orderings scheme.
  Sympathy considerations make the final outcome (despite the non-preferred choice), such that one is most well-off.  Through sympathy and strategic nobility, Sen shows that there are selection bases that may be able to optimise personal welfare – i.e. they are ‘rational’ choices in the RPA sense of ‘rational’ – and yet these bases may not be the ones most preferred.  In other words, what one chooses may not be what one prefers.  Despite this one might increase one’s welfare!

Sen acknowledges that both sympathy and strategic nobility can be incorporated under RPA because they still end up optimising welfare.  His most potent criticism of RPA is based on the concept of commitment.  Sen shows that via commitment individuals may knowingly choose an outcome, or expected outcome, which does not optimise their welfare.  

Behaviour based on commitment, thus, robs preference of its most useful function: as a relation between choice and self-interest.  Observing one’s choice will no longer yield neat preference orderings, which correspond to one’s welfare.  Individual choice, like Sense’s in the example above, may not optimise individual welfare, nor is choice always based on preference orderings.  Sen questions the prudence of using preference relations to explain human choice on the sole basis of welfare optimisation.  If committed choice is based on considerations other than welfare optimisation, and we know this to be the case not only via hypothetical examples, but with real life cases, like worker motivation in Japan,
 then are economists justified in continuing their use of REP? The answer weakens the whole basis for achieving Pareto-optimality based on unlimited competition. Sense’s seemingly fruity choices for choice fruits appear, in light of Sen’s work, to have shaken the very foundations of RPA.


Perhaps, the relation between preference, choice and self-interest may not be as robust and secure as RPA theorists think it is.  It may indeed be more prudent to include more selection bases in economic analysis, and make REP a reasonable person, in addition to being purely rational.
  How one will achieve this, and what defences RPA theorists may come up with for REP,
 one cannot determine here.  One thing is certain: the debate regarding the relation between choice, preference and self-interest, and the viability of REP, with or without commitment, is not going to RIP (rest in peace) for a long while.
  And, like many critical debates in economics, it promises to bear substantive fruit on future research and practices within the discipline.

Word count: 1984.
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� Sen (1973) discusses the relation of ‘preference’ to welfare and choice.


� Return passing allowed once between Master – i.e. if Master Sense has not already chosen his fruit - and person who receives the basket from him. 


� After having too many mangoes, Sense developed a taste aversion of sorts for mangoes.  Hence his preference orderings changed.  


� Sen (1977;1997;1999).


� Note the confusion here (between commitment and self-interest) reflects the kind of bundle available.  If there was only one mango, we would know whether Sense’s choice was based on commitment or self-interest.


� Sen (1997).


� Chooser dependence is interpreted broadly.  If my choice is dependent on the choice of another person, this may constitute chooser dependence as well.  Sense’s choice to pass the basket, is based on what he expects Jim’s choice to be.  The ultimate outcome of what fruit Sense gets is conditional on Jim’s choice; hence, ‘chooser dependence.’  Also, refer Sen (1997).


� But the choice is still one motivated by self-interest, since that was what prompted Sense to use strategic nobility to begin with.


� Hahn (1991).


� Of course, this may not be the case every time; see table 2.2, outcome 2.3.  


� Sen (1977; 1997).


� Sen (1994;1997).


� In the sense of rational, as welfare optimiser (calculated on the basis of self-interest).


� Hahn (1991) for one such defence.


� Meeks, Gay Tulip.  Refer lecture notes for REP/RIP use.
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