On preference and principles
I

Sen’s arguments about the variety and motivations behind choice, some of which involve direct or indirect self-interest but some of which (noble or self-denying choices made from duty or commitment) can go against this 

[beware of ‘strategic’ nobility, however, and consider the effect of introducing guilt; but backed by Nagel’s contention that ‘an appeal to our interests or sentiments to account for altruism is superfluous’]


= possibility of choosing (preferring) on principle, not for own gain.

But, there’s also the possibility of choosing (preferring), against principle:

weakness of the will (have principles but cave in, giving way to preferences we might not prefer to have);

addiction (if this counts as choice at all);

selfish choices;

immoral choices, e.g. cruelty.

And of under-informed or misinformed choices:

sometimes choices would change with more information (e.g. may apply to some choices by children);

choices driven by peer pressure but unwelcome otherwise;

choices induced by advertising but bringing disappointment.

And, of ‘meddlesome’ preferences over what other people do:


Sen on their possible conflict with liberalism;


Dworkin on the risk of ‘double counting.’

Joan Robinson: might we then begin ‘to doubt whether preferences are what we really prefer?’

Move to say: some preferences (e.g. the sadist’s?) should be left out of account.  But this may defeat the initial object.  

Robinson again: ‘Preference is [held to be] just what the individual…prefers: there is no value judgement involved…But drug-fiends should be cured: children should go to school.  How do we decide what preferences should be respected and what restrained unless we judge the preferences themselves?’

(Dr. J G T Meeks)
II

Some thoughts on whether R.E.P. should R.I.P.

[R.E.P: Rational Economic Person]

[R.I.P: Tombstone inscription, ‘Rest In Peace’]

1. Is the emphasis on what it is rational to do misleading because (Hahn) ‘all [that is] meant is correct calculations and an orderly personality’ (which he allows may not hold universally but suggests applies well to a range of economic contexts)?  Or is Hollis right to say that ‘it does matter that the theory is concerned with the concept of rationality and whether it is right about it’ (with the implication drawn by Sugden in his Economic Journal 1991 survey of rational choice that ‘economic theorists may have to become as much philosophers as mathematicians’)?
2. Consistency alone is an insufficient criterion for rationality (could you be consistent in pursuit of irrational aims? [Consider consistent minimising]). (Plus Sen’s point that consistency is really a characteristic of statements rather than of actions over time).

3. Could it be that consistency is not a necessary criterion either?  Limitations of the transitivity and completeness requirements: examples from Anand (another use of the dinner party fruit bowl; development project selection) and Sugden (Jane not savagely indifferent).  But can the examples be recast to rescue the theory? (Broome; Anand’s recognition that ‘formally…any ‘intransitive’ behaviour can be given a transitive description’).  What however is lost by this formal move?

4. Possibility that conventional rationality may be self-defeating in game theoretic contexts (Sugden).

5. ‘Twisted’ rationality (Tversky and Kahneman’s psychological evidence: framing effects; cognitive dissonance [‘in love with our own ideas’]).  Will ‘twisted’ rationality be eliminated, though, by a process of natural selection?  Not necessarily, as ‘cognitive error may serve a higher rationality’ [parenting example, Matthews].

6. Problems in the ‘correct calculations’ approach.  Simon: ‘bounded’ rationality; ‘satisficing’; ‘substantive rationality versus procedural rationality.  How much of a defence is the possibility of modelling satisficing as maximising subject to additional constraints?

7. The problem of uncertainty about the future consequences of our choices: Simon, Keynes and Hume on this, and on the response of resorting to ‘conventional’ behaviour.

(Dr. J G T Meeks)
III

Summary on Preferences

(Choice/Preference/Optimising)

Some problems in seeing choice as maximising own welfare:

1. Made true just by definition?

2. Choice may not really be ‘free’

· pressure from authority

· pressure from peers

· pressure of the majority

· pressure from advertising

· pressure of poverty

(Some examples of external influences ‘forcing choice’)

3. Choice may fit preference we would prefer not to have
· addiction (= no ‘choice’ at all?)

· weakness of will (have principles but do not stick to them), afterwards ‘wishing’ we had been stronger)

i. choosing short-term against long-term interests

ii. caving in to own interests instead of helping others

(Some examples of internal influences pushing choice)

4. Choices may be mistaken

· misinformation

· expectations prove to be wrong, etc.

All of these factors might be seen as constituting ‘imperfections’ in the system; so perhaps a deeper challenge comes from:

5. Choice may be made on principle, not for own gain.

· self-denying choices (duty/commitment) (Gamp, Sen)

· but, note complications of:

i. sympathy

ii. reputation effects

iii. merely ‘strategic’ nobility

iv. guilt

NB: Other complications: Menu-dependence; chooser dependence. (Dr. J G T Meeks)
IV

On: preference/choice/self-interest/commitment

Issues: 

Is there confusion in the use of these terms?

What interpretation should be given to an individuals’ preference ordering?

Is there a risk of ensuring self-interest maximisation in economic theory just through sloppy definition?

Considerations:

1. Some traditional association of economic agents’ rational individual choices with self-interested choice (individual self-interest/social harmony; private greed/public virtue etc.). Self-interest also the initial basis of (e.g.) Prisoners Dilemma analysis.

2. But individual choices/preferences in rational choice theory need not be self-interested (Hahn and Hollis, ‘The postulate that an agent is characterised by preferences rules out neither the saint nor Genghis Khan’ p.4). 

3. Then is it, or isn’t it, potentially confusing to speak of a preference (rather than just choice) ordering?  Cramp on Schelling on the struggle to choose, rationally, against immediate personal preference; Nagel on the possibility of altruism; and Sen on choosing from ‘commitment’, not just sympathy (‘commitment…drives a wedge between personal choice and personal welfare, and much of traditional economic theory relies on the identity of the two’). Case for using ‘meta-rankings’.

4. Sen’s detailed examples: apple boys/Dugeon/orange-or-mango-garden party chair. [Also showing choice as ‘menu’ dependent, ‘chooser’ dependent, etc.]

5. Hahn’s reply to Sen: trade-offs, ‘integrated personality’.  But also, sense of Hahn’s ‘a man knows what he wants’.

6. How to resolve the possible ambiguity of ‘preference’?

a. What the individual chooses as in Revealed Preference theory. (Sen: if also defined as making better-off, this is ‘definitional egoism’, on which even an altruist appears as an egoist.)

b. What makes the individual better off (but which she/he may sometimes forego in choosing.)

c. What the individual finds tempting at the time even though it would not make them better off and may not be chosen! (temptation resisted.)

7. Are there problems in any of these interpretations?  Might choice and preference actually (always?) coincide after all if (e.g.) not choosing an altruistic action would undermine self-interest because of guilt (not just as a matter of definition)?  Or, does identifying choice and preference lead to a merging of the concepts of self-interest, commitment and altruism which implies a loss of language – mightn’t we want to be ale to distinguish acts that seem selfish and those that seem selfless?

8. Draw your own conclusions…

(Dr. J G T Meeks)
