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In this pape, | Prstcompae Bestrice and Benedick in William Shakepere®@Mud AdoAbout
Nathingwith Richard and Harrison in Richard Wright®@Blad Boy | use thiscomparison to introduce
the reade to gametheory, animportant part of rational choicetheory, and alsoto addresssome
commoncriticisms for examplethat rational choicetheory assumssdbshand market-oriented
individuals | then look at some trickger folktalesfrom the African-American tradition, such asthe
well-known Brer Rabbit and the Tar Baby tale and arguethat thesefolktales canbe undastood
asearly primersin game-theoretic reasoning, long before game theory took mathematical shapein
the 1950s A particularly sghisicaed sbory isFlose& theFox (M cKissack 1986), which | analyze
in detail.

Much discussiomboutrational choicetheory ishampeed by overly broad claimsof its aims
and abilities claimswhich are madeby people who see rational choicetheory asa unibeal force
sweeping acadenia and are in unabashd favor or opposition. Someof thesediscussionsnd
up stuckin hoary dichotomies sud asthinking versusfeeling, Ocold@ationality versusOwamO
emotion, and soforth. It isbetter to discusshe advantags and disadwantage of rational choice
theory in very speibcapplicdaionsor contexts which iswhy | focuson speibcexamplesasmuch
aspossile in this pape. Stll, | discusgational choicein general, in the hopeof anticipaing
misundergandings and spesulate brief3y on how rational choicetheory andthe humanitiesmight
usefully interact.

* Thispaper isprepared for the Rational Choice T heory and the Humanities conference, Stan-
ford University April 29D302005. Sugyestionsfrom Laura Roserthal and Dick Andersonwere
very helpful.



Bestriceand Benedi &k

Bestrice and Benedick greet each other with insultsand disdain. However, Beatrice®@family
(he uncleLeonao, her cousinHero, and Hero®attendant Ur sula),and Benedick®friends (Don
Pedro and Claudio)manipulae them into bdieving that each hasa secret love for the othe, and
thuseadh fallsfor the othe, makingthe fabricaion true. They need outsde help because of their
pride; when Don Pedro tells Beatrice that she has put Benedick down, Beatrice explains Go | would
not he should do me, my lord, lest | should prove the mother of foolsOWhen they realize that they
have been manipulaed, their love momentarily falters but is saved by the evidenceof love poems
they each had secretly written, golen from their pocketsby Hero and Claudio.

Besatrice and Benedick each facea choice whether to love or not. Sothere are four possile
outcomes both loving Beatrice only loving Benedick only loving and nether loving We can

write these outcomesin atable.

Benedick loves Benedick doesn®
Bedtrice | (Benedick, love on; Q should prove the
riceloves | will requite thee.O mother of foolsO

Cstand | condemned for

pride and scorn so much?0 (No, Undlg, 10} none.O

Beatrice doesn®

Ead of the four outcomesis represented by a quotefrom Beatrice expressingher opinion of
that outcome If nether loves(thelower right entry in the table), Beatrice tells her uncleLeonao
that sheis content marrying no man: QNo, Uncle, 1@ none Adam@sonsare my brethren, and
truly | hold it a sinto match in my kindred.Olf Besatrice loves and Benedick does not (theuppe
right entry), then Beatrice feds completely foolish. If Benedick lovesand Beatrice doesn®(the lower
left entry), Beatrice is happy but feels bad for being sosconful: GContempt, farewell, and maiden
pride, adieu!OIf both love (the upper left entry), then Beatrice joyfully returns her love.

We can abbreviate the feelings behind Beatrice@quotes above in the following way.

Benedick loves Benedick doesn®
Beatrice loves Bed Worg
Beatricedoen®  Second-best Second-worg
T he begt thing for Besatriceisif they both love and the worg thing isto love without being loved.
Being loved but not returning it is secondbest, and nether loving is sadbut better than being a



fool. Notethat if Benedick doesnot love (theright column),then Beatrice does not wantto love
either. If Benedick doeslove (the left column), then Beatrice wantsto love.

Benedick®fedlingsare similar He feelsfoolishif heloveswithout being loved back,and feels
bad if he doesnot love and Beatrice does T he beg thing for him too isif both love. So hisfedlings
look like the following (we use boldface to digtinguish histable from Beatrice®.

Benedick loves Benedick doesn®
Beatrice loves Best Second-best
Beatrice doesn® Wor st Second-wor st

T he difference between Bestrice® and Benedict®tables is that for Beatrice, the worst thing is if
her love is unrequited (theuppe right outcomeg and for Benedict, the worstthing isif hisloveis
unrequited (the lower left outcome).

For compact expogtion, we can merge these two tablestogether and get the following Herein
each of the four outcomes we brst write Beatrice@fedlingsand then Benedick@

Benedick loves Benedick doesn®
Beatrice loves Bed, Best Word, Second-best
Beatrice doen® Second-beg, Worst  Second-worg, Second-wor st

Again, thetwo agree on what is best(mutual love) and what is secondworst (mutual indifference).
What isworg for Beatrice (loving Benedick foolishly) is second-begt for Benedick, and what isworg
for Benedick is second-bes for Beatrice.

| claimthat thistable distillsthe Beatrice-Benedick situaion to its essatial elements It might
seem slightlycomplicded at brst, but it cannotbe madeany simple. Love does not comeupon
them like a fever or euphoriabut becausesach consciouslghoosato love. Eadc knowsthat by
choosingto love, they riskfoolishness Ead is painfully aware that all four outcomes are possile,
andthat by trying for the best, onerisksthe worst. One cannotsimplysay that each desiresthe
other; it is essatial to the situdion that each personwantsto love only if the othe does also
One alsocannotsimplysay that Bestrice and Benedick ObPndoveOwith the help of their friends
and thuscollectively move from secondworstto best; they are both independent individualswho
make independent choices, and their love almostunravels once they are informed of their friendsO

manipulation.



Riderd and Harrism

Richard Wright, in hisautobiographical Black Boy (1993 [1944], p. 236), wasat hisjob washing
eyeglassewhen Mr. Olin, hiswhite foreman, approaded to tell him that Harrison, anothe boy
working at a rival optical house had a grudgeagginsthim. OOWI, you better watch that nigger
Harrison,Mr. Olin saidin a low, conbdatial tone @ little while ago| went down to ge a
Coca-Cola and Harrison waswaiting for you at the door with a knife. . . . Said he wasgoing to get
you.O. . . ®®e got to see that boy and talk to him,d said, thinking out loud. ™o, you@ better not,0
Mr. Olin said. Gou@ better let some of uswhite boystalk to him.30

Richard sesksout Harrisa anyhow. O G§ Harrison, what@this all about?Oalked, sanding
cautiouslyfour feet from him. . . . Ohaven®donearything o you,O said. @nd | ain®got nothing
againstyou,e mumbled, still watchful. . . . OBuMr. Olin saidthat you cameover to the factory
thismorning, looking for me with a knife.GBw naw,Che said, more at ease now. ®ain®been in your
factory all day.O. . . OButvhy would Mr. Olin tell methingslike that?® asked. Harrisa dropped
his head; helaid hissandwvich aside @. . . | .. .0he stammeed and pulled from hispocke a long
gleamingknife it wasalready open. Q wasjustwaitingto see what you wasgoingto doto me. .
.0l leaned weakly againg a wall, feeling sick, my eyesupon the sharp stedl blade of the knife. Gou
were going to cut me?Q asked. @f you had cut me, | wasgoing to cut you brat,Che said.O

Harrisonis not a fool for carying the knife, ashe sgs if you think that the other will bringa
knife, you would wantto bring onealso In thissituaion, Richard and Harrisoncanead choose
either to bring a knife or not, and we can makea table asbefore. Here Richard@fedingsare in
regular type and Harrison@are in boldface.

Harrison doesn® Harrison bringsa knife
Richard doem® Bed, Best Word, Second-best
Richard bringsa knife Second-bes, Worst  Second-wordg, Second-wor st

For both Richard and Harrison, the best outcomeis if neither bringsa knife nether hasany ill
feelingstoward the other. If you bring a knife and the other doesnot, then you are embarrassed for
revealing your distust If both bring a knife, that is pretty badfor both, but by far the worstthing
isif you don®bring a knife and the other does So if the other doesn®bring a knife, you don®want
to either, because no one hasany hard feelings But if the other bringsa knife, you would be gupid
not to bring one also.

Richard and Harrisonvow to keep faith in each other andignore their white bosse(rovoca-
tions But when each isoffered bve dollarsto bght the other in a boxing match, Harrison convinces
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a reluctant Richard, saing that it® just exerciseand they can fool the white men into thinking
they are really hurting each other. However, Qw]e squared off and at once | knew that | had not
thought sufbcialy about vhat | had bargained for. . . . The white men were smokingand yelling
obscenitiesat us @rush that nigger@nuts nigger.Q . . [B]efore | knew it, | had landed a hard right
on Harrison@mouth and blood came. Harrison shot a blow to my nose. T he bght wason, wason
againg our will. | felt trapped and ashamed. | lash&l out even harder, and the harder | fought the
harder Harrison fought. Our plansand piomisesnow meant nothing . . . The hde we fdt for the
men whom we had tried to cheat went into the blowswe threw at each other. . . . [E]ach of uswas
afraid to gop and ask for time for fear of receiving a blow that would knock usout. When we were
on the point of collapsingrom exhaustion they pulled usapart. | couldnot look at Harrison. |
hated him and | hated myséf.O

How were their actionsOaginsttheir willO? T hey both had agreed to pretend, but oncethe
other garted to bght in earned, even accidentally, each would have to bght in return, making things
wor<e for both.

A anparian

T he Beatrice-Benedick Stuation and the Richard-Harrison Stuation seem quite different. One
isdelightful and the other issobering One isan unexpected triumph and the other isa degrading
defeat. One is aboutlove and the other is abouthate. But when we usethe tables above to
digill each dtuation, we bnd that the Stuationsare actually quite Smilar, even identical. T hetable
which describesthe Besatrice-Benedick Stuation and the table which describesthe Richard-Harrison
gtuation areidentical, different only in the namesof the charactersand in the namesof their actions
In both situaions the two peopleinvolved have a Ogoodut riskyCGaction (loving not bringing a
knife) and a Obadbut saf®action (not loving, bringing a knife). The best for both people s if
both play the good but risky action, but taking that action alone yieldsthe worg possble outcome.
Hence playing the good but risky action requiresan assurance that the other will do the same.

We might have discavered this similarity without all thisappardus But the tables sure make
thingseaser. Once we have pedantically written down the tables Pnding the amilarity isa matter
of ingpection, not requiring imagination or any kind of cognitive leap.

Once we see the similarity it becomes clear how both mutual love and mutual hatred can
be created out of nothing and in what senseexactly this creation is againsttheir own wills It
becomes clear how one person@action can be provoked by nothing more than her own expectation
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of the other persor®action, and that onceprovoked, each persor® action canin turn respond
to the other® action, resultingin an unexpectedly good or bad outcome a virtuousor vicious
cycle. Thethird-party manipulators(Hero, Leonato, Ursula, Don John, and Claudio, and Mr. Otis
andthe othe white foremen) have oppositegoalsbut operate in the sameway, by inBuencingthe
expectationsof each person about the other in away that becomes self-conbrming

Gamethary and commn @itidsTs

T he tables we constructd above are what gametheory callsOgmes OSdting up tables like
thesefor varioussocialsituaions and analyzingthem is what gametheory does A gameis an
abdraction; asin any abstractionsomehing islost, but what is gained isthe possibilityof Pnding
connectionsand Smilaritiesamong seemingly digparate things Whether thisgain isworth the loss
isamatter of judgment, bes decided in very specibc contexts For example, the connection between
Beatrice-Benedick and Richard-Harrison is| think at leag dightly unexpected. Similarly connected
are goingto a political demonstrdion (I wantto goonly if enoughothersgo also),adoptingnew
technology (I want to ingant message only if enough of my friendsalso ingant message), and going
to see a movie (the more popular it is the more | want to seit, jug to see what everyone istalking
about); these are all examplesof what game theory callsa Qoordination problemO(see for example
Chwe 2001).

Any kind of abgraction privileges some agpectsand suppressesothers The privileged aspets
in gametheory are the people involved, each consideed asan individual makingindependent
choices (Beatrice and Benedick, for example), the alternatives each person choosesamong (Whether
to love or not), and how each personfeels aboutthe outcomes (loving without being loved is the
worg and both loving isthe begt, for example). Game theory ispretty light in what it OmposesQ if
you describe a Stuation as people making independent choices you pretty much have to specify at a
minimum who the people are, what their possble choicesare, and how they feel about the possble
outcomes In thissense, agameisamog akind of notation, like muscal notation, and the process
of notating or transcribing isnot by itself subgantively or theoretically intereging Muscal notation
isintended to speify only minimal aspetslike note pitch and duration, not phrasingor various
kindsof expressveness When a performance istranscribed into muscal notation, the transcription
processisnot usually conddered asintroducing (hiasesOor new subgtantive condderations, at least
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Game theory@absractionsare most appropriate in Stuationsin which people make conscious
choices Gametheory would not help much in undestandingthe spread of an infectiousdisease
spread by sneezing sincepresumally snezing is not a conscioughoice(althoughwhether to stay
homefrom work is). Gametheory might be usdul in undestandingan infectiousdiseasespread
by sexual activity, for example.

One common criticiam of game theory and rational choice approachesisthat they assume that
people are cold and unemotional, that the ObrainGs privileged over the Ohart,Othat Othinking®
is privileged over Ofeling.OBut both the Bestrice-Benedick and Richard-Harrison situaions are
steeped in intenseemotionsof fear, joy, anticipation, disappointment, shame, and disgust. T hese
emotionsare not sparate from or agang the tableswe congructed; rather, these emotions are what
we took into account when we made the tables People make choices carefully and conscioudy not
only in boring placidsitudions;in factwe often makethe mostcareful and consciouslymportant
choices precisdy in emotionallycharged situdions like whether to takea feverish wailing child to
the emergencyroom. A personmightlove in an tearful paroxysm,ignoringall possilte risks but
Besatrice and Benedick do not, and this does not maketheir consciouslecisionto love any less
emotional. Emotionscan beimportant in many different waysthan can be captured in our tables
but it cannot be said that our tables or the assumption of people making consciouschoices exclude
emotion outright.

In the Beatrice-Benedick and Richard-Harrison situgions we wrote down which outcomes
were worst, best, second-worgt, and secondbest by consideing eadh persor® OfelingsOabout
each outcome T he standad terminology in gametheory is OpeferencesQover each outcomeor
OutilityGor Opagoff Ofrom each outcome | did not usetheseterms becauseof their economistic
asociations which somepeople are sansitive about. Using the term OfelingsGnstead wasnot
unnatural, thussugyestingthat whether we think in termsof feelings preferences motivations or
payoffs does not matter much. Similarly, instead of the terms Best, OONorst,0CBecond-best,Oand
OSeondworst, Gt is customay to usenumbe's sud as10 (Best),-100 (Worst),5 (Seondbest),
and 0 (Second-worst). Using numbersisbasically equivalent to using ordinal termslike BestOand
Vors.0

Anothe commoncriticismof rational choiceapproadesis that they assumesdf-interested,
atomisticindividualsunconstraind by socialmores or norms unembedded in any socialor his-
torical context, like consumes in a market are often assumd to be Again, this criticismis
best handlal in the particulars of a given exampleor applicdion. In the Beatrice-Benedick and



Richard-Harrisonsitudions peoplelive in a thick socialmilieu, compld¢e with normsand social
expectations about courtshipand how black people cantalk to whites for example and within
densenetworksof affection and distrust. Richard and Harrisontry to create their own norm by
vowing to trustead other, but it falls apart It would be oddto sa that camrying a knife avoiding
therisk of heartache, or punching back in degperation isatomigic, selb#, narrow, or sif-interesed
asopposéd to holistic, altruisticor public-spirited. It is hard to sgy that our tables imposeany
OmaketOor Oindividualistic@gic; the tables do little more than notate for examplethe factthat
Beatriceand Benedick both gain by loving, but the worstthing isbeing a fool and loving alone.

Fdktales as garethaxry primas

African-American folktales and bookswritten aboutthem constitutean enormousliterature,
and thereisalso alarge literature on the trickger pgureswhich appear in many world folk traditions
(for example Hynes and Doty 1993,Landay 1998, Pelton 1980). Here | focuson just a handful of
folktalesto argue for a common theme among them (I rely heavily on Levine 1977). | argue that the
purposeof thesefolktalesisto teach the listener to takeone®own actionsanticipaing the actions
of others an idea central to game theory which iscommonsenscal but not at all trivial. Characters
who do not recogniz the straegic nature of othersare mockel and punishe by events; revered
bgures like Brer Rabbit, skilfully anticipate others@uture actions T he tales illustrate strategic
principles beautifully; their Golk wisdomOlong anticipatesthe principlesof game theory:

| gart with the tale of a new dave asking hismager why he does nothing while the dave hasto
work all the time (Jones 1888 [1969], p. 115, discussed in Levine 1977, p. 130). The mader replies
that he is working in his head, making plansand studying upon things When the maste later
Pndsthe slave restingin the Pdd, he askghe slare why heislazy The slave repliesthat he now
isworking with his head, and when the maste asksvhat kind of work hisheadis doing the slave
aks QM oss, ef you see tree pigeon duh set on dat tree limb, an you shoot an kill one er dem, how
mary gwineleff 20T he maste ansvers @ny fool kin tell dat. Ob scoucetwo gwinneleff.OT he
dave replies ONo, Mossa, you miss Ef you shoot an kill one er dem pigeon, de edder two boun fuh
Ry way, an none gwine leff. OT he magter laughed and did not do anything to the dave in the future
when he neglected hiswork (ODeBuckraman bleegefuh laugh,an eh yent do nuttne ter de New
Nigger case eh glec eh wukO.

If the pigeonswere pine conesor othe inaniméae objects then the maste would have been
right. The master@error wasthat he did not recognize that the pigeonswere srategic actors able
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to makedecisionsand act independently, justashumanswould if shotat. The maste did not
recognize that the stuation was a grategic one, seeing the Stuation assmply a collection of objects
with the only relevant decison-maker being himself, the shooter.

The slave@ ability to think throughthis strategic situaion is valorized, worthy indeed of the
term Qwork,Oand isrewarded, with the master@laugh and more importantly hisforbearance of the
slare@continuing relaxaion. Here the slave hasanticipaed straegicallyagain. Oncethe maste
justiPs hisinexertion by saying that heisworkingin hishead, the slave realizesthat if he himséf
makes a similar justibcéion corvincingy, the maste would be compdled to accet it to some
degree. Hethustellsthisriddle anticipating the master@forbearance and thereby gains materially.
Here again, the maste makes the sameerror; when he makesthe initial excuseof head work, it
does not even occurto him that the slare might useit in turn, becausehe does not recogniz the
dave asa drategic actor or even that davesare biologically capable of head work.

In this brief tale there are two games: one involving the pigeonsand the shoote, and one
involving the slare and the maste. In both games the maste makes the samemistakeof not
recognizingthat others act straegically The slave takes advantageof this and at the sametime
demondrates hisown grategic underganding by telling the riddle.

The following features are commonin the folktales | examinehere. Stupid people (or ani-
mals)fail to recogniz that others are straegic and fail to anticipae the actionsof others Smart
people choosetheir actionsanticipating the actionsof others gea materially rewarded, andin fact
take advantage of stupid peoples@nisrecognition. The specibctechniquesof the smat, but more
importantly their general strategic aptitude, are worth remembering and emulating

In anothe tale (bnes1969[1888], p. 102, discuss#in Levine 1977,p. 109), Rabbit sessthe
Psheman carrying Pshin hiswagon,and comes up with a planto g& some Rabbit lies by the
road pretending to be deathly ill, and when the Psheman stopsto askhim what ailshim, Rabbit
saysthat he car®travel any farthe and begsthe Pshemanfor aride. The Pshemanageesand
places Rabbit in the wagon,where Rabbit laysdown asif dead. Asthe Psheman proceedsdown
theroad, his backiirned, Rabbit throws bsh one at a time into the bushesby the sde of the road.
When the Pshemanturnsoff the mainroad, Rabbit jumpsoff and goesbackand collectsall the
Pah. On the way back to hishouse, Rabbit meets Fox, who askshim how he got all the bsh. Rabbit
tells Fox about hisplan, and the next day Fox triesthe same trick. When he seesFox by the Sde of
theroad, the Psherman, who of course had bgured out what had happened the day before, knocks
Fox on the head with hiswhip and beats him dead. He then takes Fox@body to hiswifeto shav



her the thief; the Psheman thinks Fox and Rabbit are the sameanimal. T hetale endsby sa/ing
that Rabbit knew thiswould happer: OBuhRabbit, him no care sohe sabeiss#. Him bin know
say Buh Fox gwine ketch de debble wen de Ole Man come pon topper um.O

Thereal trickery hereisnot the bPsh-gtealing, but Rabbit@plan which anticipatesthe actions of
both Fox andthe Psheman (and,unlike the Pshstealing doesnot involve any deception). Rabbit
knowsthat when he tells Fox the plan, Fox will try it alsoand the Psheman will retaliate toward
Fox instad. Fox@error isthat he doesnot anticipae that the Pshemanwill obviouslylearn from
the brstswindle Like the maste who forgds that pigeonsmakether own choices onceshotat,
Fox forgds that the bsheman is a personwho makes independent choices oncetricked. Fox is
socaughtup in the speibctrickery of pPshstalingthat he doesnot recogniz the large straegic
stting Rabbit takes advantage of Fox®misrecognition and thus gains his own innocence.

Levine (1977, p. 109) inter pretsthistale as saying that Qunable to outwit Rabbit, hisadversaries
attempt to learn from him, but here too they fail. OBut actually Fox learnsthe bsh-gealing technique
all too well; Rabbit countson him to do it exactlythe sameway he did. Fox diesnot because of a
failure to learn but because he doesnot see the larger Srategic picture.

The Omalitis@aleis a true stoty from the Slase Narrative Collection of the Federal WritersO
Project (Botkin 1945, p. 4Eb, discussed in Levine 1977, p. 126B127). One mader, 0 fingy that his
slaves almoststaned, had seven hogsready for slaughte T he day before they were to be killed,
a slave boy ran and told the maste that all the hogswere sickand had died. OWha the maste
goesto where-at the hogsis laying, they®a lot of Negroes standinground lookingsorow-eyed at
the wast@l meat. The maste asks: OWhi the illnesswith OmO?0OMaliti€hey tells him, and
they actslike they dondwantto touch the hogs Maste saysto dressthem anyway for they ain®
no more meat on the place He saysto keep all the mesat for the slave families but that@because
he@afraid to eat it hisself account of the hogslyot malitisOWhat@the myseriousand fatal disease
of malitis? A slave had goneto the hog pen very early that morning with a mallet, and Ovinen he
tapped Mister Hog @veen the eyeswith that mallet, GnalitisCeet in mighty quick.O

QM alitisOsolved the problem of how the daves could keep the meat and eat it openly (a Smple
theft would have required furtive consumptionjy enlisting the maste asa decisionmake, by
motivating the maste to chooseto transfe the meat himséf. Had he had thought of the davesas
drategic, the maste would have at leastconsideed the possibilitythat the slaves were lying, but
he did not. For the maste, the Ocast@distinctionbetween healthy and diseasel, between white
and Negro, wasoverwhelming Maste'sdo not think of slares and pigeonsasstraegic, and this
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tale sugyestswhy. If you consder yoursalf naturally superior, a completely different kind of being,
placingyoursdf in the mind of the inferior even for a moment is revolting or unthinkalle, andin
fact you might condder your not having to do so a privilege of your dominance. If you can®think of
peopleasstraegic, you compldely misrecogniz straegic situaionsinvolvingthem, andthey can
use thismigrecognition to their advantage. We see thiserror even in high-gakes Stuations Robert
M cNamara explainsthat when the U Sthinks about itsenemies Gve must try to put ourselvesindde
thar skinsandlook at usthroughther eyes justto undestandthe thoughtsthat lie behind their
desiresandther actions. . . In the CubanMissileCrisis at the end, | think we did put oursdves
in the skin of the Soviets In the case of Vietnam, we didn®know them well enough to empathize,
and there wastotal misunderstanding asa resultO(T heFogdf War: Elesn LesmsfrantheLifed Raoat
S MdNamara 2003).  Soviet skinwasappaently similar enoughfor the US to put itsdf in while
Vietnamese skin wasnot.

The tale ofBrer Rabbit and the Tr Baly isone ofthe most wll-known folktalestoday. The
versiontold in Jones (1969[1888], p. 7D11)gosslike this Too lazyto Pndhis own water, Rabbit
sealsfrom Wolf @spring When Wolf tells Rabbit that he has seen histracks near hisspring, Rabbit
sa/sthey musthave been from anothe rabbit. Doubtful, Wolf buildsa tar baby and placesit in
the middle of the path to the soring T he next morning, Rabbit decidesto go get some water from
Wolf @spring to cool hisburning cooking pot. He seesthe tar baby and is astonished; he examines
the tar baby closdéy and waitsfor it to move. The tar baby does not wink an eye, say anything,
or move. Rabbit asksthe tar baby to move sohe can get somewater, but the tar baby doesr®
answer. Rabbit asks agin. Rabbit bnally sgs OEntyyou know me pot duh bun? Enty you know
me hurry? Enty you yeddy me tell you fuh move? You se= dishan? Ef you dontgolongand
lemme git somewater, me guineslapyou oba.OT he tar baby still does not respond,and Rabbit
slapshim on the head. Rabbit triesto pull hishandbackandyells at the tar baby to let him goor
else he will b him with hisothe hand. Rabbit® oher hand gets stick dsa Rabbit continuesto
makethreats and sincethe tar baly never respondsRabbit gets hiskneesandthen hisfacestuck,
and cannotpull loose Wolf showsup, declaresthat he hasproved Rabbit@theft, and ties Rabbit
to a bushand whipshim with a switd. Rabbit hollersand begs and PnallyasksAolf to kill him
instead by burning him up or knockinghis brainsout. Wolf saysthat that kind of death would be
too short,and sohe will throw Rabbit into the briar patch, sothe briars canscrach hislife out.
Rabbit says ODoBuh Wolf, bun me: broke me neck, but donttrow mein debrier patch. Lemme
dead onetime. Dont tarrify me no mo.OSo Wolf throws Rabbit into the briar patch. Rabbit runs
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away saying, G5ood bye, Budder! Disde place me mammy fotch me upN disde place me mammy
fotch me up.O

Thetale endsin gandard fashion, with Rabhbit anticipating Wolf @action of throwing him in the
briar patch and Wolf not consdering whether Rabbit might be grategically lying But Rabbit isnot
infallible, asshavn by hisaltercaion with the tar baby. Thetar baby is strangeand intriguing, to
Rabbit aswell asto uslisteners T hetar baby is somevhere between solidandliquid, somewhere
between an object and a living beng If Wolf had simplyse out a bucke of tar which Rabbit
steppdl in, or if Wolf had simplycomered Rabbit, mostof the Bavor of the tale would be lost.
Rabbit@misake is esential to the tale.

What exactly is Rabbit@ mistak® Levine (1977,p. 115)saysthat the tale Ounddine[s] the
dangersof acting rashly and griking out blindly.OSmith (1997, p. 128) saysthat the tale Gamphasizes
that BrOeRabbit canbe dupel by illusionbut that he ultimately saves himséf by remembering
his Ohomébr cultural rootsORabbit isindeed duped, but the tar baby is not anillusion: it is not
intended to fool Rabbit@visualperception, assmokemirrors, or hologams might Rabbit sessit
justbne isin factastonishé by its strang@ess and even examinesit closdy before addressingt.
Rabbit isnot at all rash;hetakestime examiningthe tar baby, and waitsfor the tar baby to move
before askinghim. Rabbit does not strikeout blindly; he brstaskshe tar baby to move, a quite
normal socialrequest,and he even askdwice Rabbit sessthe tar bahy asa strangecreature, but
doesnot pregudge it and becomesangry only when the tar baby violates sandard politenessnorms

Rabbit@ mistakeis that he thinksthat the tar baby is a straegic actor If Mager, Fox, and
Wolf do not see that daves pigeons and rabbitsare strategic actors Rabbit@mistake isexactly the
oppodte: Rabbit thinksthat everythingisa strategic actor. Rabbit does notput the tar baby aside
nor does he simplywalk around the tar baby, the olviouscourses of action if he thought thathe
tar baby wasan object. Rabbit geis mad when the tar baby does not acknavledgehisrequestto
move asde. Rabbit doesnot attack the tar baby unconditionally but rather issuesthreatsto the tar
baby which he thinksa straegic actorwould respondto. Rabbit even ascribe mental staesand
reasoning ability to the tar baby, saying that the tar baby should realize that Rabbit@pot isburning
and therefore that Rabbit isin a hurry.

If thesefolktalesteadh the importanceof recognizingthat others are straegic actors the tar
baby tale cautionsthat one can overdo it; one can midake objectsfor actors aswell asmigake actors
for objects Hamilton (1985, p. 19) saysthat there are over three hundred versionsof the tar baby
tale, from Africa to India to the Bahamado Brazil. One tar baby is straegic: in someareasof
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Georgia, thetar baby is a living monste who insultspeople and then trapsthem when they strike
out at him in response.

Flosse& theFax

The Flossie& the Fox story wastold to Patricia C. McKissack(1986)by her grandfeher.
Flosse a little girl, is askel by her mothe to déliver a baske of eggsto Miz Viola®place Her
mother warnsher to watch out for the fox, who loveseggs Flosse saysthat she doesn®know what
a fox lookslike; shedoesr®remember ever sesing one OOhwell, a fox bejusta fox. That aine
soscay.OFlossieskipsalongand encounte's a strangecreature, who announcsthat he is a fox.
Flossie looks him over carefully. O®lope,Ghe said at last. ®just purely don®believe it. 3¥ou don®
bdieve what?@Fox askel, lookingaway from the baske of eggsfor the brsttime. ® dondbdieve
you a fox, that@what. @OFox saysthat of courseheisafox: @ little girl like you shouldbe simply
terribed of me. Whatever do they teach children these days?20OBut Flosse replies O aine never seen
a fox before. So, why shouldl be scaed of you and| don®even-now know you a real fox for a
fact?OFlosse goeson her way.

Fox, quite disconcéed, runs afte Flossieand invites her to feel histhick fur. Flossiereplies
that he mustbe a rabbit. Further down the road, Fox then explainsthat he hasa long pointed
nose. Flossieaepliesthat he mustbe arat. After a while, they meet a ca, and Fox askshe ca to
please &plain to Hossie thahe isindeed a bx. Theca sa/sthat heisafox becausene hasshaip
clavsandyellow eyes but Flossieconcludethat therefore the strangecreature mustbe a ca also
Degerately, Fox saysthat he hasa busty tail. Flossierepliesthat he mustthen be a squirel. Fox
begsFlossieto bdieve him, but it istoo lae beause one ofMr. McCutchin@houndsappers As
he dasheaway, Fox shoutshat the houndknowswho heis: OLikel told you, | am a fox!OFlossie
replies O know,Oand walks unharassed to Miz Viola@

There are several messageone cantakefrom this story. One might say that Fox®terrifying
power isbased not phydcal attributesbut on social convention, a socialization processwhich iswhat
they teach children in sdoolthesedays One might sg that the powerful constructa world with
speibcroles andthe weak canbeat the powerful by refusingto participae in it. Power requires
acknowledgement, and disappearswithout it. One might say that Flosse succeeds by manipulating
the stuation, by geadfagsly and cleverly refusng the fox-scared girl scenario in favor of the unknown
creature-keptical girl scenario; the real game bang played is notwhether Fox can bdt Flossidor
the eggsbut how the situaion isdePnal. One might sa/ that whenever som@neapproadiesyou
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claimingto be powerful, you shouldplacethe burden of proof onthem. One might simplysa/
that ignoranceor feigningignorancecanbe a goodthing soméimes One might sgy that childish
innocence can triumph over adult pretenson.

Anyhow, thisgory says something profound about the nature of power and resgance. But like
the other tales this stoly alsoteaches an appreciaion of straegic, game-theoretic, thinking The
key idea hereisthat if it iscommonknowledgethat the creature isindeed a fox, then Flossids at
adisadvantage. Flosse gainsnot by being ignorant (after all, sherevealsat the end that she knows
he isafox) but by making Fox think sheisignorant.

We can modd this explicitly asa gamein which Fox chooss whether to attack or not, and
Flosse chooseswhether to defend hersalf or not. If Fox doesnot attack, then nothing happensand
the gatusquo ismaintained. If Fox doesattack and Flosse doesnot defend, then Fox getsthe eggs
without a bght; Flosse losesthe eggsbut at lead there isno physcal atercation. If Fox attacksand
Flossiedefends then the Pghtis on and both Flossieand Fox riskinjury. We represent Fox®@and
Flossi@preferences over theseoutcomes by numerical OpgoffsOwhere a highe payoff is better.
Hencethe gamemight look like this, where Flossi@ payoffs are in normal type and Fox®@payoffs
arein bold.

Fox attacks Fox doesnot
Flossedefends -12,-12 0,0
Flosse doesnot -8, 8 0,0

Here the staus quo in which Fox does not attack yields Osttus quoOpayoffs of 0 to both. If Fox
attacksand Flossiedoes nothing then Fox ges the eggs(apayoff of 8) and Flossidosesthem (a
payoff of -8). If Fox attacksand Flosse defends however, then both risk injury and both get a payoff
of -12. The beg thing for Fox isto Seal the eggswithout encountering any defense. T he bes thing
for Flosseisto be left alone; losng the eggsisbad but being bitten or scratched isworse.

In this game note that for Flossie not defending is always at leastas good as defending,
regardlessof what Fox does (-8 isgreater than-12,and O is at leastasgreat as0). T huswe would
expect Flossieto not defend the eggs Given that Flossiedoes not defend, Fox getsa payoff of 8
if he attacksand a payoff of O if hedoesnot. Thuswe would expect Fox to attack. Flossiecould
defend the eggs but it isnot worth the danger (-8 isbad but better than -12).

T hisgame showswhy Flosse might not want to defend if attacked: Pghtingis costlyfor both.
But it doesnot capture the gory, in which Fox isnot sure whether Flosse knowsthat heisindeed a
fox. Why should Fox care about whether Flosse knows he isa fox (except for hisown vanity)? T he
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reasonisthat if Flossighoughtthat he were a squirel, for example then Flossievould probally
actdifferently. What would a gamebetween Flossieand a squirrel look like? We write the game
below.

Squirrel attacks Squirrel doesnot
Flosse defends 0,-12 0,0
Flosse doesnot -8, 8 0,0

The only difference here from the earlier game isthat here Flosse doesnot incur any cogsat all for
defending if the squirre attacks sincesquirels are smalland beaten easily Flossie®payoff if she
defendsandthe squirel attacksisnow O (bdore it was-12). In thisgame for Flossiedefending is
alwaysat least asgood asnot defending, regardlessof what Fox does T huswe would expect Flosse
to defend the eggs Given that Flossiedefends the squirrel getsa payoff of -12 if he attacksand O
if he doesn® T huswe expect the squirrel to not attack.

Of course, this gamedoes not describethe situdion in the stoly either. The situdion in the
gory isa (lendOof these two gamesin which Flosse®and Fox@knowledge about each other, and
knowledge of each other@knowledge of each other, iscrucial. There are three relevant possbilities
or staes of the world, which they must take into account: the creature is a fox and Flossieis
schooled, the creature is a fox and Flossieis unsdoolel, or the creature is in fact a squirrel.
Flossiecannotdistinguishbetween the lasttwo staes: if Flosseisunschooled, shecannottell the
difference between a fox and a squirel. The creature cannotdistinguishbetween the prst two
dates the creature doesnot know if Flosse hasbeen sthooled or not. Of coursg, the creature does
know whether heisafox or a quirrel; he can disinguish between the second and third dates

To propely OtendOthe two gamesinto one (what is called a gamewith incomplee informa-
tion), we goecify some probabilitiesof the possble datesof theworld. Say that whether the creature
is a fox or a squirel is equally likely. Say that conditionalon the creature being a fox, whether
Flossigs stoolal or notis equallylikely. So the probability of the bra gate of the world, that the
creature is a fox and Flossids sdoolel, is 1/4. The probability of the second state of the world,
that the creature isa fox and Flosse isunsdiooled, is1/ 4. T he probability of thethird gate of the
world, that the creature isa squirrel, is1/ 2.

In the blended game Flossiechoose whether to defend or not in each of the three possilte
staesof theworld. But sinceFlossiecannotdistinguishbetween the lasttwo staes of the world,
shemusttakethe sameactionin thesetwo staes SoFlossiehasfour possilte straegies: (defend,
defend, defend), (defend, not, not), (not, defend, defend), and (not, not, not). Here (ddend, not,
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not) meansthat Flossiedefendsin the prst stae but does not defend in the second and third, for
example(in othe words Flossiedefendsif sheknowsthat the creature is a fox and does nothing
otherwise). Noticethat (ddend, not, defend) for exampleis not a possilte strategy because-lossie
mug take the same action in the second and in the third Sates

Similarly, the creature chooss whether to attack or do nothingin each of the three possile
datesof theworld. T he creature@possble srategiesare (attack, attack, attack), (attack, attack, not),
(not, not, attack), and (not, not, not). Sincethe creature cannotdistinguishbetween the brsttwo
dates he cannot play for example (attack, not, attack).

We thus have the following table, which hasfour rows (Fossi@ straegies)and four columns
(the creature@srategies). Again, Flosse@payoffsare in normal type and the creature@payoffsare
in bold.

(attack, attack, attack) (attack, attack, not) (not, not, attack) (not, not, not)

(defend, defend, defend) -6, -12 -6, -6 -6,0 0,0
(defend, not, not) -9,3 -5,-1 4,4 0,0
(not, defend, defend) -5,-7 -5,-1 0,-6 0,0
(not, not, not) -8, 8 4,4 4,4 0,0

Notethat if Flosse never defendsand the creature always attacks then Flosse alwayslosesthe
eggsand gds -8, and the creature always ges the eggsand gets 8. If the creature never attacks
then both get O regardlessof what Flosse does In general, the payoffs here are calculated usang the
probabilitiesof each gate of the world mentioned above and the payoffsin the two original games
For example, say Hossieplays (déend, not, not) and the aature plays (atack,attack, not). In the
brg qate of the world, Flossiedefendsand the creature (afox) attacks and Flosse gets payoff -12
and the creature gets payoff -12 alo. I1n the second date of the world, Flosse doesnot defend and
the creature (afox) attacks and Flossieges payoff -8 andthe creature gets payoff 8. In the third
date of theworld, Flossiedoes not defend and the creature (asquirrel) does not attack, and both
Flosse and the creature get payoff 0. Flosse@overall expected payoff isher payoff from each sate
multiplied by the probability of eadh stae, summael up over all stades In othe words sinceshe
gets! 12 one-fourth of thetime, ! 8 one-fourth of thetime, an 0 one-half of thetime, her overall
expected payoff is (1/4)(! 12) 4 (1/4)(! 8) + (1/2)(0) = ! 5. The creature® paoff is simiarly
(1/4)(" 12)+(1/4)(8)+(1/2)(0) =! 1. Hencetheentry in the table when Flosse plays (defend,
not, not) and the creature plays (attack, attack, not) is-5, -1.
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What will Flossieand the creature do in thisgame? T he brstthing to noteisthat for Flossie
the straegy (not, defend, defend) yields a payoff which is alwaysat leastasgreat asthe straegy
(defend, not, not), regardlessof what the creature does: -5 is greater than -9, -5 isthe sameas-5,
0 is greater than -4, and 0 isthe sameas0. Sowe cansa that Flossienever plays (ddend, not,
not). Similarly, (not, defend, defend) yieldsa payoff which isalwaysat least asgreat asthe srategy
(defend, defend, defend). Sowe cansgy that Flossienever plays(ddend, defend, defend). Sothe
top two rowsof the game can be more or lesssafely ignored.

Sothere are eight possille outcomes of thisgame The standad way to procesd from here
(what iscalled Nash equilibrium) isby a process of elimination. Say for examplethat Flossieplays
(not, not, not) and the creature plays (atack, attack, attack); in othe words Flossienever defends
and the creature alwaysattacks T his does not makemuch serseasa prediction, because if the
creature alwaysattacks Flosse@payoff is-8 and she can do better by playing something different:
shecan gd -5 by playing (not, defend, defend) instead. Given the prediction, Flossiedoes not
want to play in a way consistat with the prediction. Sothe prediction of Flossieplaying (not,
not, not) andthe creature playing (atack, attack, attack)does not makesenseunde thislogicand
iseliminated. To takeanothe example sa that Flossieplays (not, defend, defend) and that the
creature plays (atack, attack, not). Then the creature ges a payoff of -1 but couldgé a highe
payoff of 0 by playing (not, not, not), never attacking So thisprediction also iseliminated.

In a similar manne, one goes throughthe eight possilee predicted outcomes and eliminates
thosein which at leastone personcould do better by not following the prediction. The one
prediction which survivesthis processis the prediction that Flossieplays(not, defend, defend) and
the creature plays (not, not, not), in other words Flossiedefendsif shethinksthe creature is a
qquirrel, and the creature never attacks

So in thisblended game, the creature never attacks even when Flosse knowsheisafox. This
is becausenhen Flossieknowsthe creature is a fox, the creature doesnot know that Flossieknows
this We canconcludethat the blended gameis better for Flossiethan the Prstgame in which it
is commonknowledgethat the creature is a fox (in other words Flossieknowsthat the creature
is a fox, the creature knowsthat Flossieknows Flossieknowsthat the creature knowsthat Flossie
knows etc.).

In summary, the argument goeslike this When consdering whether to attack, Fox must think
aboutwhat Flossiemight do. If Flosseisunschooled, then Flossiewill defend, thinking that sheis
defending aginsta squirel. SinceFox doesnot know whether Flossidas stooled or not, he st

17



congder the posshility of Flosse defending T hispossbility isenough to deter Fox from attacking
Thisistrue even thoughFlossieknowsthat Fox isindeed a fox. Thisis how Flossienullipes Fox®
power by denying it recognition.

As is often noted, one problem with making threats (for example the threat of military or
nuclear escaldion)isthat they are often very costlyto carry out and henceare not credible. Thus
the person making such a threat might want to make the other sde think that he jugt might be crazy
enough to carry it out. Richard Nixon called thisthe Gnadman theoryOand conscioudy employed
it when bombingVietnam (Kimball 1998). T he Flossie& the Fox taleis similat in that Flossie
ddiberately makes Fox think that shemight do somehing which sheis not Osupposkto.OBut the
tale, which predates formal gametheory on the subjet (for exampleSddling 1960[1980]),isa
bit more sophisticted. Flossiealsointroduces uncatainty in her opponet@mind. But Flossi®
unceatainty is not abouther own sanity but aboutwhether sherecognizs that her opponaent is
powerful or weak. Flossi® uncatainty is somavhat more plausible and creative; anyone can
pretend to be crazy Flossierelieson her opponent@thinking of her asa normal humanbeing, a
drategic actor, not an aberration.

Whet rationd cdhdcetheory meanstone

Of courseonecannotcharacteize the work of every singe personwho might be consideed
part of or adoptsthe label of rational choice theory. But rational choicetheory doeshave a sinde
core idea, which iswhat you get when you remove all auxiliary asociationsand didill it down to its
essatial logic (see for example Arrow 1963, Sen 1970). A lot of misunderganding can be avoided
if one undersandsthis Gcore model.O

The core modd isthat a sinde personchoossonealternative from a se of alternatives The
alternatives are ranked from bestto worst (ties are possilke; shemight be indifferent amongtwo
or more alternatives). Shechoosasthe highestranked alternative (if more than onealternative is
ranked highed, she choosesone of them).

To undestandthe core of rational choicetheory, thisis all you need to knon. Gametheory
extendsthingssomevhat by introducingmore than one person: each personranksall possile
outcomes where an outcome isnot determined by a angle person but by all people involved (asin
the Beatrice-Benedick, Richard-Harrison, and Flosse-Fox examples).

T hiscore model hasnot much subgsantive content, and indeed any choice a person makes can
be rationalized by saying that the person prefersthat choice over all other alternatives In thissense,
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the core modd is simplya way to notate or describea situdion; it@ oneof the simplest possike
waysto talk about how a person makes choices

Stll, the core modd is not compleely trivial. For example sa Violet decides how mary
children to give birth to and raisein her life. The possilke alternatives shecan choosefrom is
realisticallyO, 1, 2, 3, 4, or 5 children. Shedecides that shewould be most content without
children, that is choosng 0. Upon a medical examination, however, she isinformed by her doctor
that shecanhave at mostonechild, and soher sd of alternativesisnow 0 and 1. Knowing that
shecanhave at mostone child, shedecidesthat sheshouldhave onechild andchooss 1. Violet®
choiceis undestandale, but it violates rational choicetheory (assuminghat there are no OtisO
and her ranking itself doesnot change). Choosingl from the two alternatives0 and 1 meansthat
1 isranked highe than 0, which meansthat O could not have been ranked highestin the original
gtuation.

For another example, say that Walter@income doublesand his consumption of coffee, beer, and
cigaretteschangesasa result. It is possilte that he consumemore of all threeitems it is possile
that he consumslessof someitemsand more of otha's andit is possilte for his consumptiornof
all itemsto remain unchanged. But it isnot possble for hisconsumption of all itemsto decrease, if
we assume rational choice theory. Hisconsumption of all items shouldn®decrease after hisincome
doubles becausehe could have donethe samething before hisincomedouled, and he didn@ |
hisconsumption of all itemsdecreases rational choice theory isviolated.

One might think that a crucial issuefor rational choice theory is what the term Oraional-
ityOmeans but it is not. The term OraionalOis often associted with instrumental, calculated,
calm, deliberate, knowledgeale, individualigic action and isoften contraged with impetuousness
emotionality, ignorance, ideologicalbias sentimentality, and socialmindedness Rational choice
theory at its core, however, isaboutnoneof thesethings According to rational choicetheory, a
personis OrdionalOf her choicescanbe describal by the core modd above and OirationalQoth-
erwise (for example if Walter consumeslessof all itemswhen hisincome doubles). T he core model
does not translde directly into any intuitive or colloquialconception of OrgionalityOan altruistic
person isno more or lesslikely to violate the core model than a selbsh person, for example

Rational choice theory alsodoes not care aboutwhat the alternatives actuallyare; all that
mattersisthat a personchoose amongthem in a way consistat with the modd. A personwith
$100might choosebetween buying a new DVD player, donaing the money anorymouslyto the
Salation Army, giving the money to his itinerant brother, or buying a handgunand shooting
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himsdf. A sdbshperson,a generousperson,a sociallyembedded person,and a suicidalperson
could all choose different thingsand could all be decribed by rational choice theory.

Rational choice theory isnot really about the process by which people make decisons whether
through intuition, reason, calculation, supergition, rulesof thumb, habit, or gut feelings Rational
choicg® OpocessOnodd is purposdully extremey primitive, espeially compaed to for example
psyhologicalstudies of humandecisionmaking If Walter consumslessof everything after his
income doubles rational choice theory isviolated, regardlessof whether Walter makesthisdecison
in a calm, thoughtful, ingrumental, individualigic, or calculding manne, or whether he makes
thisdecisionout of habit, in a btof ange, or becauseof socialpressues Violet@decisionabout
how many children to have can be made with a mixture of prudence and impulsveness and might
involve a messy mixture of calculated Pnancial congraints incommensurable lifesyle changes deep
emotionsincluding guilt and joy, cdebration of her newly valued fertility, deep concensfor her
relatives and potential children, and her own identity asa womanand mothe. Still, regardlessof
how she makesher decison, a person who actslike Violet violatesrational choice theory:.

Thediscusson of whether rational choice theory isa good or bad thing (for example Friedman
1996)is more interestingon speibcissug sut aswhether it helpsexplain when and how people
collectively act, rather than perennial conundrums such aswhat doesit mean to explain something,
the relationship between theory and evidence what OscieceDis and whether it is goodor bad,
whether people Oeally areOrational, and soforth. Peoplein economicswere early adoptes and
developasof rational choicetheory and soit isnot surprisingthat economicsandrational choice
theory are closely asociated in the mindsof both practitionersand critics It might have happened
another way. Economicsonly really embraced game theory in the 1980s in the 1960s for example,
Claude L Avi-Strauss (1963, p. 298) was more excited about game theory than almost any economist
at thetime. Game theory®early development was mainly in math and applied math departments
and in military-indudrial think tankslike the Rand Corporation (Mirowski 1991). Had game theory
been more successful at entering the academy directly from the military-indudrial complex, critics
would more likely be talking aboutthe Omilitaristic@ather than the Oeonomistic@astof game
theory (some do bring up thisconnection, asin Amadae 2003). Game theory hassome presencein
anthropology; for example, Henrich and coauthors (2004) ask people in PFfteen different small-scale
ocieties(uch asthe Lamalera of 1ndonesa, the M achiguenga of Peru, and the Hadza of Tanzania)
to play the same bargaining game, not to impose any kind of uniform prediction, but asa diagnogic
tool to compare trus and cooperation among the different societies

20



One area in which rational choicetheory hasbeen well-domesticded is the study of revolu-
tion and socialmovements Here | rely on suneysby Goldstone(2001),Goodwin, Japser, and
Polletta (2001),and Calhoun (2001),who by the way do not userational choice approadesin
their own work. Goldstone explainsthat through the 1980s sudiesof revolution used GtructuralO
approades focusingon confictshetween socialclasssg the stae, and elites  Theseapproades
went well beyond the traditional Marxist explanaion of revolution arisingfrom classconfict,but
still retained the basicidea that revolutionsresult from large OmaapOsocialforces and relations
between large groupsof people. The current generation of scholarly work, however, attacks hese
appoades calling for Qyreater attention to conscious agency, to the role of ideology and culturein
shapingrevolutionary mobilization and objectives andto contingencyin the courseand outcome
of revolutionsO (pl41). What OconsciousgencyOand OcontingecyOmeansis simplythat indi-
vidualsare not simplyOdrienQin automdic fashionby socialforces but have free will and make
choices and thisiswhere rational choiceishelpful. Notethat rational choice doesnot comein here
in oppogtion to congderationsof ideology and culture but naturally accompaniesthem in criticiz-
ing structuralapproadesfor neglecting how individual people think and why they care, and how
revolutionsmight succed or fail asa result. Focusingon individualsdoes not mean consideing
only individualevel explanaions: for example rational choice modds shov that Omobiliztion
Rovsmostreadily in groupswhere there is a tightly integrated vanguad of activistswho initiate
action, with loosebut centralized tiesto a broade group of followersQ(p. 164; for an exampleof
sud a modd, see Chwe 1999). Finally, Othepastdecadeof rational choiceresearch on revolu-
tionshasthusundelined the sametopicsNleade ship group identity, network tiesNemphasizd
in recent higtorical sudiesO(p. 164B165). In other words rational choice work and historical work,
suprisindy or unsuiprisingy, are part of the same scholarly project.

Until the 1970sthe gudy of social movements saw protes asthe result of aberrant emotions
Ocowds were assumd to create, through suggestion and contagion,a kind of psychologically
@rimitiveGyroup mind and group feelingsOprotestswere explained in termsof Oedipal rebellion,
sif-hatred, or psychologicalalienation, for example(Goodwin, Jasper, and Polletta 2001, p. 2EB).
Calhoun (2001p. 48)explainsthat protestand collective actionwere undea stoodasaberational,
outsde the sphere of normal politics Osomiing irrational othersengaged in.OWhat changel in
the 1970swassimplythat sdolarsbeganto think that socialprotestwasOK, even normal, partly
becausethey themsdves had often participaed in them. OThe argument that we shouldthink in
termsof collective action (not jus behavior) marked that shift of pergpective, opening up an internal
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analygsof something that @eople like usnight do. |t wasseen asrational in the sense of reasonable,
sif-aware product of choice aswell as(more narrowly) drategic, interest-based, calculated in terms
of efbcient meansto an endO(p. 48). Rational choiceideasdid not enter asthe resultof scolary
imperialiam, a Bight to abgraction, or an underappreciation of the vag mygeriesof human nature,
but from a simpleempathy with the people being studial, a willingnessto think aboutthem aswe
think about ourselves

Why is rational choiced interaction with socialmovement theory and revolutionary theory
relatively agreeable? It is tempting to consideOsociologof knowvledgedexplanaionssud asthe
fact that there are relatively few rational choicemoddersin sociolog and thusthey don®sesm
to posethe samenumerical threat asin political sciencefor example But it is hard to rgect the
QdealigicOexplanation that rational choice Smply had some ideaswhich people found compelling
and helpful given their own interests and wasalsopart of a stholaly development in which all
GidesOregponded to the interestsof others

Somehave argud that the languageof rational choicein economicsand political science
legitimizes a liberal-capitalig world sysem (for example Amadae 2003), but, as Calhoun mentions
above, socialmovements sud asthe civil rights lesbianand gay rights feminig, environmental,
and international solidarity movements are legitimized in a similar way. For anothe example
Walkowitz (1980, p. 9) examines the struggle of Plymouth and Southamptonprostitutes in the
1870sagainstthe ContagioudDisease Actsand conclude ORostitutesthusemergeasimportant
historicalactors aswomen who madetheir own history, albat unde very restrictive conditions
They were not rootlesssocialoutcastsbut poor working women trying to surviwe in townsthat
offered them few employment opportunities and that were hostileto youngwomen living alone
Their move into progitution wasnot pathological; it wasin many waysa rational choice, given the
limited alter natives open to them.OBy the way; it isnot clear that calling something a rational choice
shouldlegitimize it; for example slavery is not legitimized by calling slaveowne's probtsesking
entrepreneursingead of sadids

T he political effect of rational choicemodding is not obviouslyunidirectional. For example
one might sg that the straegic thinking taughtin slave folktales promotes bad behavior since
characterslike Rabbit gain by subverting social normsof honesty and cooperation. But sometimes
it@ goodto corrodesocialnorms espeially when thosenorms are stacke againstyou. To take
another example, violence istypically undergood now like social protest was undersood before the
1970s asaberrational, a departure from normal behavior, resulting from emotionslike aggresson,
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and almostinherently irrational. This view of violence asdevianceand asemotionally driven
allows sygemic and ingrumental ingitutionsof violence, like davery and variousingrumentsof the
date, to elude examinaion. A Oviolet soldieOsounddike an abaration, an exception from the
everyday soldier, even though inf3icting violence is essential to what a soldier does a true aberration
would be a norviolent soldie. A rational choice perspetive on violence (s& Chwe 1990for a
simpleexample focuse on vhy particular individuals spebcally booseto hurt other peopleand
how they organize themsdvesto do sq ingead of letting violence [3oat around, unatached to any
responsike party asa Oscouge OOcygle Oor Opidemic.ORational choicetheory is obsesse with
the active voice.

For example Gordon (1988)bndsthat early in the 20th century, when domestic violence
activistsand abolitionistswere closdy related, drunkenness asoppose to the normal stae of
obriety, was seen asthe main cause of domegtic violence. Later, asthe beld of social work became
professonalized, acadenic theories sut asthat of ParsonsbecameinBuential: if a systen sud
asthe family exhibited Ooutof equilibriumObehavior like violence then geting rid of violence
required restoring the equilibrium by restoring traditional family roles T hinking of domestic
violenceascausd by emotionalinstabilityand aggressionleadsoneto conside remedies sud as
counggling, psychotherapy, and medication. If the actorsin domesticviolenceare consideed as
makingconscioushoices however, onewould sesk OeonomicGemedies of taxes and subsidig
which congtituted 1980sfeminig victories harsher criminal penaltieswhich decrease the incentive
to batter and battered womensGhelterswhich give battered women better choices

Possbelinesd intgadian

It is hard to know what is possilke and interestingin advance but several kindsof interaction
between the humanities and rational choicetheory sugyest themsdves Asin the slave folktales
discuss# here, mary narratives present stylizd situdions and charactes which are much more
starkly debnal than sitiations and baracters in feal life, and the charactersO ietactions brm the
core of the gory. Analyzinginteractionsamongstylizd charactesin stylizd situaions with the
hopeof gaining someinsightinto sociallife, is what game theory does too (se alsoLivingston
1991 and Brams1994). Soméimes a gametheoretic perspetive allows one to think abouta
passage, gory, or PIm in an atirely new way; for example, | arguein a book (Chw 2001) hat the
main theme of the PIm OntheWaterfsntis not that ratting out your friendsis OK but rather the

struggle to create a worker public sphee; | arguethat the crucialscene isthe eulogy ddivered by
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Father Barry in the shipéhold becauset is the Prsttime that the workers previouslyan anarchic
collection of individuals form a Oputic.OAsin the Flossie& the Fox story, mary storiesillustrate
guite sophisticted straegic behavior which gametheoristshave not yet systenatically examined.

Gametheory is alsopotentially applicabbe to unde standcultural practices which are not related

to narratives or charactes: in the book, | arguethat call and responsgrepetition, and group
dancingin rituals can be undestoodastechniques of generating Oméaknowledged (knovledge
of the knowledgeof othe's). Finally, socialmovements and revolutionstry to create new social
identitiesand vocabularies for example, today peoplein the US, regardlessof their political views

generally know what @\IDS activistGor Odée rapeDmeans even thoughthesetermswould not
existwithout the gay rightsand feministmovements  Socialmovementsinvolve lotsof Omaning
makingOwhich isboth intensely creative and ingrumentally political, and takesplace in humanigtic

and political arenassuch asfashion, poetry, mudgc, novels rallies demondrations and theater.
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