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                                           CHAPTER XX 
 
 
 
 
 
                       RATIONAL AND MORAL ACTION          
               
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
In the preceding chapters I discussed two main issues: first, 
whether we can discuss ends and second, what a moral 
preference is like and what its place is in rational choice 
theory.  
  The instrumental conception of rationality in fact prevents 
both discussions. "(T)he assumption of instrumental 
rationality impoverishes economic discourse by making 
certain types of arguments illegitimate. (...) Arguments about 
the validity of ends, as well as means, should not be excluded 
from economic discourse." (Stewart, 1995, 78) In order to 
discuss ends, we need a concept of rationality that captures 
its non-instrumental function. The non-instrumental 
character is the fusion of striving and attaining, that is, the 
inseparability of ends and means. We could call it expressive 
rationality. (see Hargreaves Heap, 2001)  
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I have approached the integration of ends within rational 
choice theory in terms of the justification of decisions and 
actions. The discussion about moral preferences introduced a 
wider perspective, namely what the place is of moral concepts 
in rational choice theory. I took the concept of commitment as 
an example. Commitment can take different forms, but they 
share the mechanism of goal-modifying reasoning. The 
integration of commitment as a moral concern requires the 
disconnection of rationality and self-regard. It must be 
possible to have other-regarding convictions without being 
irrational. We have to replace economic man by rational man, 
a human agent without a selfish identity.  A second 
requirement is to replace utilitarianism as the ethical 
companion of rational choice theory. Ethics is sometimes 
called "the inquiry into what one has good reasons to do." 
(Hurley, 2006, 705) Utilitarianism certainly satisfies this 
definition, but it imposes restrictions on moral action due to 
its instrumental character.315 Utilitarianism narrows the moral 
outlook to prudence. Prudence is an important virtue, but it is 
one among many.  
  In the following sections, I shall first portray the autono-
mous agent and then present another (than a moral way) to 
solve the conflict between individual and collective interests, 
namely by introducing 'collective intentions'. In section 4 I 
introduce a model of rational choice theory that includes 
justified choices. In the conclusion I summarize the modifi-
cations of rational choice theory that are required to incorpo-
rate non-instrumental normative (moral) considerations.  

                                                
315 Hurley argues that utilitarianism is very unlike traditional (Kantian 
and Hobbesian) theories of moral reason. These theories are demanding, 
what they morally prohibit the agent has reason not to do. Utilitarianism 
is only a theory of moral standards not a theory of moral reasons. "It is not 
a theory of the relationship between practical reason and moral standards 
but one of the relationship between rightness and goodness. (..) It is the 
theory that the right action brings about the best overall consequences". 
(Hurley, 2006, 683) It says that the right action to perform is the action that 
maximizes overall utility, it does not appeal to intrinsic moral values as 
rights, justice and so on. 
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2. The autonomous agent 
 

How are agents portrait in rational choice theory?  Pettit is 
among the many who feel that there is an inclination to 
picture agents as simple intentional systems. Simple 
intentional systems are not thinking systems. Rational choice 
theory presents agents as means-ends automatons, as black 
boxes designed for the instrumental pursuit of certain goals, 
it does not represent agents as fully situated, deliberating 
persons. (Pettit, 1993, 268) To become a genuine normative 
theory rational choice theory should be based on a more 
realistic conception of (economic) agents. (see Thaler, 2000) 
Instead of a person with invariant characteristics (as having 
certain sorts of desires and purposes, as acting on a certain 
sort of motivation and as having certain interests) there is the 
need to picture an agent as a person with variable 
psychological characteristics, bearing certain titles, occupying 
social positions and fulfilling social roles: a real, social, 
human being. Such a human being is capable, in various 
degrees, of engaging in critical self-reflection and in making 
plans with the resolute intention to carry them out. When an 
agent is pictured in this way, then all kinds of psychological 
processes will reappear in the rationalization of actions.  
  In the tradition of liberal individualism much weight is 
given in rational choice theory to the agent's autonomy. In the 
Humean tradition this is taken to mean that autonomy rules 
out that individuals exhibit some externally determined 
purpose. In an alternative conception of individual autonomy 
a person is autonomous when, and to the extent that, he or 
she is in control of his/her wants. Frankfurt describes a 
person who has a mindless indifference to the enterprise of 
evaluating his own desires and motives as a “wanton”. He is 
not an autonomous person but the victim of his passions. Just 
what kind of freedom is freedom of the will? When we ask 
whether someone is free we are not asking whether he is free 
to do as he pleases. Rather we question him about the 
autonomy of his desires. The statement that a person enjoys 
freedom of the will means roughly that he is free to will what 
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he wants to will, or to have the will he wants. A person who 
enjoys both freedom of action and freedom of will is not only 
free to do what he wants to do; he is also free to want what he 
wants to want. He is free either to make that desire his will or 
to make some other desire his will instead. (Frankfurt, 1971) 
Freedom of the will is a necessary condition for having the 
capacity to justify one’s choices. ‘Wantons’ lack this freedom 
of the will and therefore lack this capacity. My claim, then, is 
that the fact that people are free to want what they want is 
entirely irrelevant to any question about how they might 
justify their choice.  
 

3. Collective intentions 
 
One of the problems with rational choice theory is that its 
conceptual framework invites a continuous conflict between 
individual and collective interests. That is why Sen referred 
to "Rational Fools" when he noticed that agents engaged in a 
prisoner's dilemma-game choose the defect strategy instead 
of the cooperative strategy that would deliver them more. 
The rationality concept is contaminated with the notion of 
self-interest. One of the ways to solve this problem is to 
assume that agents are sensitive to collectively hold norms or 
even can act collectively. 
  The idea that agents might be committed to a joint strategy 
in which goals are shared is quite foreign to a theory 
grounded in self-regarding individualism. Against this 
background it is challenging to discuss "collective agency", 
"shared intentions" or "we-intentions". I shall first summarize 
three attempts to formulate the concept of collective agency 
or some variant of it and afterwards try to generalize the 
main findings  
  Bratman writing about “shared intentions,” argues that we 
should understand shared intentions as a state of affairs 
consisting primarily of appropriate attitudes of each 
individual participant. For how will the concept of joint 
action get into the intentions of the individuals? Bratman 
explains that in order for me to intend that we Ø, I need to 



 

 

429 

see the other agent’s playing his role in our Ø-ing as in some 
way affected by me. I intend that the other agent participates 
as an intentional agent in a joint activity, that, as I know, the 
other agent too intends. It is common knowledge that we 
intend to Ø. A shared intention unifies our intentional 
agency. Shared intention should lead to planning, bargaining 
and action of those individuals who participate. (Bratman, 
1993) 
  Bratman’s account of shared intention has been criticized in 
a variety of ways. The basic criticism is that normally when 
we intend to do something, the action I intend to do is under 
my control. But how can I control the actions that we 
perform? He could solve this problem by acknowledging that 
a binding agreement among the participants is part of shared 
intentions.316  

  Sugden (2000) has argued that rational choice theory should 
allow ‘teams of individuals' to be decision-making agents and 
should allow such teams to have preferences. Crucial for his 
proposal is the idea of “team-directed reasoning”. The 
individual frames the problem not as “what should I do”, but 
as “what should we do”. Each chooses whichever action is his 
part of the combination of actions that is best for the team. A 
cooperative venture is started "when a set of individuals agree 
to constitute themselves as a team and agree on a common 
objective which each of them will then play her part in 
achieving it". (Sugden, ib, 186) 
  Team directed reasoning is quite different from strategic 
reasoning in game theory. Team directed reasoning does not 
generate recommendations that are conditioned by the actor’s 
belief about what other individuals will do. A team exists to 
the extent that its members take themselves to be members of 
it and share a common objective. Team reasoning, team 
preferences and team agency are properties of a set of 
individuals and require a network of common beliefs. 

                                                
316 Bratman has, in fact, done this. He distinguishes a stronger and a 
weaker version of shared intentions. The former involves the condition of 
a binding agreement. 
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Sugden's aim is to amend rational choice theory in such a 
way that team agency becomes a coherent concept within it. 
Therefore, it must be argued that team preferences exist. 
Team-directed preferences are preferences that can be held by 
any individual, independently of other indivi-duals. But team 
preferences require, as just said, a network of common 
beliefs. What is required is that there is confidence among the 
team members that each of them will engage in team-directed 
reasoning with respect to a set of team preferences. Team 
agency supervenes on the agency of precisely these 
individuals. A person who engages in team-directed 
reasoning has a team-directed preference for x over y. This 
means that she takes herself to have a reason to make those 
choices that, according to team-directed reasoning, are 
implied by that preference. This is a straightforward genera-
lization of the standard analysis of individual-directed 
reasoning.317 That people frame their problems or decisions 
has gradually become part and parcel in conventional 
rational choice theory. The additional hypotheses that are 
needed to generalize the conventional theory of rational 

                                                
317 Bardsley, referring to Tuomela and Miller, argues that the argument 
usually is that a member Ai of a collective G we-intends to do X if and 
only if: (Bardsley, 2007, 145) 

 1) Ai intends to do his part of X 
 2) Ai has a belief to the effect that the joint action opportunities for X will 

obtain, especially that at least a sufficient number of full-fledged and 
adequately informed members of G will do their parts in X 

 3) Ai believes that there is (or will be) a mutual belief among the 
participants of G to the effect that the joint action opportunities for X will 
obtain.  
Bardsley observes that only (1) is an intention; the other components are 
beliefs. Hence, a "we" intention is here rendered as an ordinary intention 
occurring in conjunction with certain beliefs. Bardsley argues that if an 
account of collective intention is reduced to individual intentions plus 
beliefs it has not given an account that shows that agents adopt the first 
person plural perspective in practical reasoning to an action. I believe that 
the key to collective intention is that the agents constitute a team, 
implying that the other agents are fellow team members with reciprocal 
beliefs about the membership of the relevant others.   
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choice into a theory of team agency “are not hypotheses 
about the nature of rationality, but about how individuals 
frame their decisions problems, which teams they take 
themselves to belong to and what they take the objective of 
those teams to be.” (Sugden, ib., 203)   
  Davis explains collective agency in terms of “we-intentions”, 
a structure of reciprocal attitudes shared by individuals. 
“(…), a we-intention is an individual’s attribution of an 
intention to a group that the individual believes is 
reciprocally held by other members in that same group.” 
(Davis, 2002a, 14) Davis assumes that individuals are socially 
embedded and that each individual’s position within a group 
is characterized in terms of tasks and rights. The overall 
framework explains individual rights and duties within and 
across groups in terms of task-rights pairs that ultimately 
have we-attitudes in groups as their foundation. Davis' 
approach is closest to an institutional-individual framework, 
but the impression is that in his approach collective agency is 
restricted to formal groups within which tasks and rights are 
allocated. The term 'team' does not evoke this impression. 
  The question is how the personal identities of persons relate 
to their (multiple) social identities. Sen' s understanding of 
personal identity is based on his view of the individual agent 
as a being with the capability to evaluate her own values and 
objectives. His concept of social identity is that they are 
determined according to how the individual agent chooses to 
interact with social groups. (see Davis, 2006) The question is 
how different persons (personal identities) can make up a 
single social group understood as a shared social identity.   
  A central element in the approaches, I just discussed, that 
answers this question, is that agents adopt a "we-
perspective"; they frame their decision-problems as a 
collective decision. In doing this they trust reciprocally held 
intentions, the content of which is common knowledge. 
Bratman’s shared intentions are grounded in the attitudes of 
agents, an attitude to be willing to participate in a joint 
project. Those attitudes become binding when the agents are 
engaged in planning and bargaining. But ultimately, Bratman 



 

 

432 

trusts on a binding agreement. Sugden relies on informal 
agreements and Davis on tasks and rights, i.e., formal 
agreements.  
 
4. Justified choices  
 
In this section I introduce a model of rational choice theory 
that incorporates the idea that agents may be motivated to act 
properly. Why would they be motivated in this way? 
  The basic issues are connected with the writings of Kant and 
Hume. Kant thought that it is a mark of a moral action that it 
is motivated by what justifies it. Otherwise morality’s 
imperative would be hypothetical, not categorical, for it 
makes no sense to insist that something ought to be done, but 
nonetheless accept that it need not be done. In the Humean 
tradition this argument is turned upside down. What 
motivates an action also justifies it. I have argued that the 
requi-rement to justify an action is not always a matter of 
showing that we must ultimately want to act morally. The 
conclusion then is that it must be a matter of showing that it 
stands to reason that we should act morally. 
  Both Humeans and non-Humeans agree that agents are 
contingently inclined to commit themselves to (moral) norms 
because human beings are social animals, who are constantly 
conscious of potential criticism from the outside. They are 
aware of the possibility that their acts excite the hostility or 
praise of others. They learn to identify with normative expec-
tations, to cherish and to promote them. They feel ashamed 
or guilty when they behave in a way that is not applauded. 
So, for both Humeans and non-Humeans the motivation to 
pursue and respect commonly held principles is a natural, 
socially explicable, aspect of practical life.318 
  But it is not the case that people act properly because they 
enjoy that their actions are applauded. The authority of social 

                                                
318 "So when one's actions confirms (or breaches) a norm it is regarded as 
worthy (or shameful) for the same reasons by a group. This endows action 
with symbolic meaning: (..)." (Hargreaves Heap, 2001, 99) 
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norms is also based on convictions, principles and on shared 
practices. Ethical standards need to be communicable, and 
understood, and reliable, or else public life becomes 
impossible. The social nature of ethical commitments not only 
explains their existence, but also justifies them, for they can 
be discussed and, therefore, be accepted, rejected, or be 
adapted. And in this way it is worked out which attitudes 
stand up and which do not stand up so well. In moral 
reasoning one expresses one’s arguments in hoping to 
convince another person's attitudes. Normative 
recommendations have to do with reasons not with truth. As 
Raz rightly said (see page 410): "judgement rather than 
knowledge is what the wise person possesses". 319 
 
That people seek to make justified choices implies that, at 
times, their own goals will be modified in deliberation. What 
real people do they do as thinking and deliberating agents 
and the best explanation for their actions must always take 
fully into account the fact that people are guided by norms 
and reasons.  
  I have argued in chapter XVII that rational choice theory 
should allow that justifying reasons both be initiated by 
desires (internal reasons) as by beliefs about having reasons, 
that is, it should admit both motivating reasons as motivated 
desires. Not all desires are blind and not all reasons are inert. 
Beliefs and desires interact in various ways. In this model of 
plural motivations, agents rank options on the basis of a 
mixture of objective reasons and subjective considerations.  

                                                
319 There is an objection to any form of moral cognitivism that has to be 
addressed. If the argument is that the justification of morality is a rational 
matter, then it looks like it is possible to have moral knowledge. And any 
sort of knowledge brings with it the possibility of expertise. This 
conclusion has to be rejected. Moral practice does not recognize experts 
because what gives morality the peculiar authority it has is precisely that 
it cannot be imposed. Moral knowledge is general and universal; it is not 
a special sort of expertise. We are all moral beings in a way in which we 
are not all historians or mathematicians. (Brecher, 1998)  
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It is acknowledged that motives to act neither always justify 
the act (unmotivated desires), nor are justifying reasons 
always motivating. These considerations suggest the 
modification of the model of rational choice that is shown 
below. 
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DESIRES ACTION        SUBJECTIVE           ACTION 

                                   MOTIVATIONAL SET 
         

   Traditional model                       Modified model 
 
In order to integrate the normative aspects of practical 
reasoning into rational choice theory we have to make some 
distinctions. First, we assume process-nonseparable 
preferences, in combination with a distinction between a 
well-being aspect and an agency aspect of actions. Following 
this we distinguish two senses of the term utility. Decision 
utility is inferred from choices and experienced utility refers 
to the experience (regret, pride, embarrassment, etc.) 
associated with the outcome. (Kahneman and Thaler, 2006) In 
the normative domain we have made a distinction between 
substantive utility and symbolic utility in which the first is 
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associated with decision utility and connected with the well-
being aspect and the second is associated with experienced 
utility and connected with the agency aspect. 
  With the distinction between an outcome-related and an 
agency-related utility it looks as if I combine two definitions 
of desires (preferences); desires as emotion and feelings and 
desires as dispositions (see Smith, 1987). To unite the 
definitions, we do best to perceive them as two aspects of 
desires, as it is done in non-expected utility theory, and to 
view utility primarily as a vector (with several distinct 
components), instead of some homogenous magnitude. The 
vector view does not refer to alternative interpretations of 
utility, such as pleasure or preference fulfillment. It is not 
concerned with different views on utility at all, but with the 
existence of many co-existing aspects of utility. "With the 
primary (vector) view of utility  -interpreted in terms of 
desires, or pleasures, or some other elements, or some 
mixture of these- there is a minimal partial ranking of 
secondary utility given by the intersection of the rankings 
reflecting the different elements." (Sen, 1981, 204/5) This 
yields a partial ordering, unless the weights to be put on the 
different components are fully specified.320  
  In this modified model of rational choice we have replaced 
the traditional isolated agent with a true social agent, an 
agent who shares, in varying degrees, norms and beliefs (and 
desires) with his fellow-citizens. This creates the possibility, 
on the theoretical level, of rationally discussing ends (de 
gustibus est disputandem) and endogenous preference 
change. We have reintroduced moral sentiments into the 
model of rational behavior, not by evoking a moral character, 
but by assuming moral institutions and practices and by 
introducing the level of reflexivity whereby the agent can 
deliberate about the question whether or not he or she can 
justify his/her decisions.  

                                                
320 Whereas in individual decisions it may make sense to concentrate on 
utilities, in distributional issues the information base has to be widened 
(see chapter XXIV).  
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5. Conclusion: a non-instrumental theory of rational choice 
 
In classical philosophy the concept of rationality constrained 
the selection of ends themselves. A choice was rational in the 
classical sense only if the end sought is consistent with 
rational judgment. Classical philosophers characteristically 
viewed a proper choice as a struggle between an individual's 
principles and his impulses. They saw an unprincipled choice 
as a mistaken choice, as evidence of a defect in the choosing 
agent. (Levy, 1982) With the suggestion to change the concept 
of rationality, to disconnect it from self-regard and to connect 
it with short-sightedness I have in a way restored the classical 
concept of rationality.  
  In the introduction to this chapter I suggested more 
improvements, as a follow up of the improvements suggested 
in chapter XIV. The modifications I propose are directed at 
two goals; first to introduce moral and normative concepts 
and second to introduce the concept of a proper choice. 
Though these goals are connected, I argue that in order to 
realize the first goal the following modifications are to be 
considered in particular:  
* the separation of rationality and self-interest 
* the replacement of economic man by rational man 
* the introduction of a non-instrumental moral theory  
* the introduction of lower-order and higher-order preferences  
* the distinction of first-order and second-order preferences 
* the introduction of meta-ranking  
* the concept of a plural subject.   
* the incorporation of the concept of collective intentions  
To realize the second goal the modifications to be considered 
in particular are:   
* the incorporation of the action into the description of the 

relevant features of the resulting state of affairs (the accep- 
tance of process nonseparable preferences)  

* the resulting separation of the agency aspect and the well-
being aspect;  

* the acceptance of a non-Humean theory of motivation;  
* the recognition of two dimensions of utility.  
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In chapter XIV I criticized the competitive theory of rational 
choice because it makes all aspects subsidiary to the economic 
aspect.  I compared it with the comparative theory of rational 
choice, a combination of non-expected utility theory and new 
institutional theory and now add to this variant a non-
Humean theory of motivation and a non-instrumental theory 
of ethics. It will be obvious that this combination is anything 
but a coherent theory. The different parts are to be considered 
as materials to design a coherent and consistent institutional 
theory of rational choice. 321  

  I do not claim having presented theoretical novelties. 
Numerous theorists already discussed all modifications that 
are presented here. Neither am I the first to claim that rational 
choice theory has to be rebuilt. Almost more than two 
decades ago Sugden wrote: that  "...it is increasingly 
becoming clear that these foundations [of rational choice 
theory] are less secure than we thought, and that they need to 
be examined and perhaps rebuilt. Economic theorists may 
have to become as much philosophers as mathematicians." 
(Sugden, 1991, 783). I hope to have presented more and, as I 
hope, new arguments to support this claim. 
 
Moral considerations enter rational choice theory in two 
ways. In personal choice when the question is raised how 
agents can justify their actions and in social choice (the social 
welfare function) which discusses the collective moral point 
of view. In Part IV I discuss collective ethical choices, in 
particular in the context of distributive justice.  
 
 
 

                                                
321 Despite these modifications the resulting theory is still a rational choice 
theory. Rational choice theory is, in my view, defined by three core 
concepts: preferences, constraints and an ‘extremum principle’. Only 
when one of these core concepts is sacrificed would I speak of an 
alternative theory. 

 
 




