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The myth of instrumental rationality formulated by Rational Choice Theory (henceforth ‘RCT’) has, since modern
times, vitiated the debate about human action, power, ideology and desire, as instrumentality itself is an imperialist

ideology which rejects the existence of the aforementioned particularities. Arguing to be neutral and objective,
advocates of this essentialist theory claim that (instrumental) rationality is the only basis of action (Williams 2000:57),

as human ‘nature’ is allegedly inherently selfish and competitive. This brief challenges these assumptions by firstly
positioning RCT within the ontological-epistemological and methodological axioms, in order to illustrate its false

premises and the effect of instrumental policies. As a practical example, the workfare scheme of the British coalition
government will be discussed. The essay will finally provide an anti-foundationalist alternative for the analysis of
rationality, which, this essay will suggest, does not include epistemic and/or ontological fallacies, with Foucault’s
interpretation of power and human action providing a better understanding of: political behaviour; the so-called

‘rationality’; ideology; morality, and social norms (Udehn 1996:189). Rationality is itself constituent of biopolitics, and
thus, ought not to be separated from it. Indeed, a correlation between the philosophy and political science can be

made: ‘since Kant, the role of philosophy is to prevent reason from going beyond the limits of what is given in
experience’ (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1982:210).

In order to assess RCT’s relevance in analysing human rationality, one needs to start by addressing its ontological
and epistemological position, and its support for methodological individualism; namely, the assumption that facts
about societies are merely the sum of facts about individuals (Bhaskar 1998:208). In terms of methodology, although
not entirely positivist nor interpretivist, RCT represents a bridge between hermeneutics and causality (Archer
2000:5). In short, the instrumental approach of rationality has been a product of the rationalised relations of
modernity, representing a mere ‘contract of rational despotism with free reason’ (Foucault 1984:37). In other words, it
reproduces the alienated state of social actors, to predict and control short-term decisions. As status quo and human
power relations are nothing more than reified within the RCT’s theory, its purpose and mere ‘success’ is to verify its
hypotheses: ‘the standard here is the satisfaction of preferences, not the satisfaction of people’ (Gibbard
1986:167-8). This brief does not attempt to reject RCT per se, but instead show that although individuals can act
instrumentally in certain situations, it is not because of their inherent nature.

RCT’s principles are used by political ideologies. Liberal theory, for instance, appeals to universal truth-claims and
principles which, in their view, ought to be followed by presumably non-biased, apolitical, Western individuals
(Buckler 2010:169). Employing an a priori knowledge of being and human nature, it assumes a ‘such-as-it-is’
ontology, without leaving room for potentiality (Diefenbach 2011). RCT values parsimony when considering
epistemology, as their ideas rely on actuality – ‘how things are’; actuality, thus, is given priority over human
potentiality. However, only by acknowledging the existence and importance of potentiality can we further understand
human action. It is clear then that the ontological dimension of reason presented by instrumental reason does not
leave room for the possibility of spontaneity (Cowen 1991:367), and for this reason, ‘until a new and coherent
ontology of potentiality’ is found, ‘a political theory freed from the aporias of sovereignty remains unthinkable’
(Agamben 1995:44).

At this stage, it is important to pose the question: is the instrumentally-driven reasoning the product or the premise of
instrumental rationality? RCT claims that instrumentality is a cause of social reality (Archer 2000:1). Rational Choice
theorists offer a theory of human nature, which, according to them, is inherently bad and competitive. But RCT is not
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a unified theory, in all respects. Some argue for a normative form of egoism (Korsgaard 2008; Schultz 2012); others
prefer not to admit their support for instrumentality (Smith 2004), or dismiss the concept altogether: Raz, for example,
argues for a ‘distinctive form of rationality or of normativity that merits the name instrumental rationality or normativity’
(2005:24). Either way, a conceptualisation of atomistic determination of individuals comes into play. It is said,
consequently, that people assume the same behaviour both on the market and in politics (Udehn 1996:190): ‘the
representative or the average individual acts on the basis of the same over-all value scale when he participates in
market activity and in political activity’ (Buchanan and Tullock 1962:20). This statement is fallacious, as it is not the
nature of human beings that makes them selfish and individualistic; rather, the constraints of capitalism as structure,
shape their own being and the relation with others. Hence, RCT makes a distinction between emotions and reason
(ratio and passio), denouncing and outlawing desires and emotions (Williams 2000:57).

As such, RCT does not recognise the existence of capitalist contingencies, hiding away the power which political
actors and institutions hold. By claiming that RCT is neutral and at the same time, that human nature is bad, it
contradicts itself; the very notions of impartiality and negativity are value-judgements – which, as we shall see, should
be actively critiqued. This stance is to be regarded as elitist, giving a misleading account of that which is called
‘human rationality’. Going further, ideas are not given substantive importance either. As Marx argues, the ideas and
interests ‘of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas, i.e. the class which is the ruling material force of
society, is at the same time its ruling intellectual force’ (Marx 1970:92). We should therefore be aware of RCT’s
theoretical foundations, beliefs and political agenda, in order to critically analyse its substantive value within political
science.

The capitalist characteristic of modern episteme, that is, the epistemological unconscious of modern society, has
undoubtedly had an impact on framing human rationality. At a philosophical level, the idea of pure rationality
proceeds from the Cartesian dualism which distinguishes between (i) the ‘real object of rationality’ – in other words,
the norms and values imposed by structures onto agents, and (ii) the ‘irrational’ feature of agents’ desire (Deleuze
and Guattari 1983:38), truths being pursued ‘without any sensory experience’ (Simmons 2003). This belief, in
Foucault’s terms, is a blackmail of the Enlightenment (Foucault 1984:42), as it assumes that individuals are inclined
to make the best choices in order to maximise their utility; choosing the best means to achieve self-interested ends.
This entails that the ‘common-sense’ of a self-interested person is natural, which leads to the emergence of one-
dimensional individuals who act in a multi-dimensional power system (Marcuse 1964:11). As a result, RCT cannot
account for dialectics in the analysis of change and progress, but rather it preserves the discourse formulated by the
elite, naturalising and legitimising unimaginative stability (Buckler 2010:165).

It is now time to analyse a policy in order to illustrate RCT’s misrepresentation of social reality (Udehn 1996:189),
and the way in which discourse of instrumentality blames the agents without agency, whilst failing to acknowledge
the effect of structures. Workfare, the slave labour of modern times, has been a subject of heated debates among
politicians across political spectrum. Conservative newspapers, such as The Telegraph, use clichés to emphasise
that ‘idleness is the rational choice for people offered money for nothing’ (Johnston 2012; my emphasis). At the same
time, Debenhams company, to excuse their practices, declared that their workfare programs are ‘purely voluntary
and in no way linked to the receipt of benefits’ (BoycottWorkfare 2013). According to them, it is in the interest of the
people to work for free in order to receive benefits and work experience. Not surprisingly, the narrative does not focus
in any way on the profit and power of the company, as a result of exploiting the workforce.

A dichotomy between ‘taxpayers’ and ‘lazy benefit claimants’/‘benefit scroungers’ (Aspinall 2010) is maintained in
order for the Government to justify their unjust political decisions and encourage the masses to support their selfish
reasoning. Contributing to the effect which conservative policies have already created on the social redundancy of
the less privileged, the Secretary of State for Work and Pensions, Iain Duncan Smith constructs an image of the
unemployed as free-riders: ‘job seekers allowance. The taxpayer is paying her wages’ (Morse 2013). This attitude is
in line with Ayn Rand’s argument that;

‘The issue is whether man is to be regarded as a sacrificial animal. Any man of self-esteem will answer: No. Altruism
says: Yes” (Rand, quoted by Langner 2009:10).
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Let us presume for a moment that Rand is right. Even so, the economic interest of the taxpayer masses is not
affected by benefit claimants, but by the private companies whose interests are protected by the state. According to
RCT, it is then irrational for the taxpayers to support any policies that would act against their well-being. This is when
ideology and power need to be considered: the so-defined antinomical groups (the unemployed and the employed),
would, had they been actually rational, instead resist together the power of the state. However, taxpayers fail to
recognise that by allowing workfare to exist, their taxes are directed not only towards the unemployed, but also to the
companies which are part of that scheme. Even more, workfare schemes bring the level of salaries down, this being,
again, to the detriment of society as a whole. It can be seen here how RCT is used by the state only to legitimise its
policies.

In a neo-liberal system, structures exercise a different form of power (biopower), as a result of its intersection with
capitalism, augmenting individuals’ capacities. Thus, we have moved away from the public punishment of
(pre)-modern times, to a prison system where the offenders are hidden away (Buckler 2010:171). Be it in the
supermarket or in a higher education institution (i.e. the University of Birmingham) (Jump 2012), workfare, or
‘volunteering work experience’ is underlined by the same assumption: that unpaid labour is a privilege. Hence,
causes of poverty are being individualised (Deakin 1996:74) and the risk and failure of the job market is attributed
not to the real creators of poverty, but to the economically-dependent individuals who are seen as a burden to
society’s economic interests (Peck and Theodore 2000:119).

As shown above, employing instrumental rationality for political purposes proves to not only to ignore real social
problems, but also to widen persistent power inequalities. The reason for which the masses unopposingly accept
repression, as if it were a state of liberation, is because their drives, their sense of rationality, are not authentic, but
rather constructed by the capitalist system (Smith 2007:74). Therefore, it is imperative that a shift towards normative,
substantive rationality is adopted, which concentrates on the ultimate ends – taking this way a critical realist stance.
Consequently, it is important to recognise the reality of emergent properties to argue that social structures condition,
but not determine, the rationality of individuals (Cruickshank 2000:81). On the other hand, the very conception of
‘means’ and ‘ends’ is arguably flawed and irrelevant, when talking about ‘human reasoning’ (or, indeed, politics –
assuming that being is political):

politics is the sphere neither of an end in itself nor of means subordinated to an end; rather, it is the sphere of a pure
mediality without end intended as the field of human action and of human thought (Agamben 2000:116).

Coming back to the idea of power and potentiality, it can be said that instead of considering any theory of human
rationality, one should first understand the aporia of power and power relations; as Kant puts it, ‘[t]he possession of
power unavoidably spoils the free use of reason’ (quoted by Flyvbjerg 1998). To do so, theorists need to recognise
the historical and ideological legitimation of structures which constructs power relations. Contrary to RCT’s
assumptions, it is power that precedes rationality, not the other way round (i.e. they see power as a zero-sum game).
Hence, a new critical ontology is necessary to reinvigorate normative beliefs, and, consequently, that which is called
‘human rationality’. Until power equality is established, rationalities ought to be regarded as ‘regimes of practice’
which constrain individuals’ choices and behaviour (Simons 1995:55), giving individuals the tempting illusion of
absolute reason and individual autonomy in the short run.

This brief has presented the limitations of the ‘instrumental’ rationality discourse, exposing its limited and exclusionist
premises. Seeing itself as objective, RCT gives misleading accounts of individuals’ rationality, refusing to
acknowledge the historical aspect of human condition within social structures, and that capitalism itself is a power
system, instrumentality being part of governmentality. Instead of considering power as a zero-sum game, one should
accept that rationality is inversely proportional to power (Flyvbjerg 1998). It would be perhaps beneficial to entirely
reject the idea of rationality, and focus instead on potentiality. In a world where change has been colonized by a
market-driven logic, instrumental rationality imprisons our true humanity and destroys the possibility of resistance. A
plausible theory of human action would therefore consider the autonomy and importance of potentiality over reason
and actuality, regarding action/reason as itself an end.
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