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Chapter 2. Social theory, models of man and
the concept of rationality

2.1. Introduction

The aim of this chapter is to identify the requirements which an interpretive framework should
meet to permit a comprehensive understanding of fertility. In this respect the research follows
a deductive approach, starting out from the formulation of basic behavioural premises and
general requirements of social theory. Section 2.2 delineates a number of assumptions with
regard to human agency in general and in the reproductive life domain in particular. The
emerging conceptualisation delineates a model of man for demography  which focuses the2

lines of interpretation of demographic behaviour. Section 2.3 generally reflects on the role
of theory in the social and behavioural sciences. In concurrence with the behavioural
assumptions from Section 2.2, it provides the starting points for the development of the
framework for fertility, which outlines the model’s structure and which identifies different
conceptual elements and the contours of their elaboration in subsequent chapters. Given these
specific elaborations and the adoption of a microperspective, the concept of rationality takes
a prominent position in the understanding of individual behaviour. Section 2.4 distinguishes
different types of rationality and arrives at a broad and realistic inter-pretation of the concept
in view of the aim to reach such understanding. Chapter 2 provides the general background
for the development of the fertility framework and the directions and initial elaborations of
its specific components. The concluding section (Section 2.5) represents the position and
contents of the subsequent chapters in relation to this background.

2.2. A model of man for demography

Social and behavioural sciences deal with human behaviour. The most fundamental notion
that has directed the development of the scientific disciplines and subdisciplines is their
conceptualisation of the human being. These models of man )or concepts of the person) are
identified in terms of the basic postulates about human behaviour that are sufficiently
fundamental to be considered self-evident, although they may be proposed on the basis of
prior inductive evidence. Any science should, however, critically scrutinise the model of man
on which it relies in terms of its adequate formulation, its realistic value and its relevance to
the subject matter of the discipline. Nobel prize winner Herbert Simon phrased the issue in
these terms:
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“Nothing is more fundamental in setting our research agenda and informing our research
methods than our view of the nature of the human being whose behavior we are studying” (H.A.
Simon 1985, p. 303).

Simon’s conclusion about the necessity to explicate the basic assumptions of human nature
is the consequence of his concerns that sometimes disciplinary canons rest on weak or even
untenable fundament which can obstruct the development of theory and understanding of
human behaviour. In many social sciences where introduction of new approaches or
integration with those from neighbouring disciplines is attempted, the change often emerges
from the acknowledgement of fundamental aspects of human nature that are not covered by
traditional approaches. The need to formulate an appropriate model of man )and the possible
need for a paradigm shift) is encountered in economics in the work of Simon, but also in
institutional economics (Langlois 1986a, Nelson and Winter 1982, North 1994); in sociology
in the work of rational choice theorists (J.S. Coleman 1990, Lindenberg 1990b) or previously
in that of interpretive sociologists (Blumer 1969, Mead 1934, Schutz 1973a). Given the state
of affairs in demographic theory, the issue of formulating an appropriate model of man for
demography is a matter of great concern (McNicoll 1989, Willekens 1990b, 1992).

The cardinal role of the model of man is to provide the theoretical guidance for analysis and
research. The basic conceptions of human nature embraced by theorists from different human
sciences influence which determinants and mechanisms of human functioning are explored
and which remain unexamined. The assumptions affect not only what is studied, but also the
analytical tools devised to explore the factors that are considered the most relevant (Bandura
1986, p. 1, cf. Hollis 1977, Lindenberg 1990b, Plott 1991, H.A. Simon 1985). The main
criterion to evaluate the appropriateness of a model of man is whether it can accurately
account for the behaviour of people (Sears 1987, p. 17). As an abstraction of the human
being, its function is not to explicate the behaviour of one specific individual, but the leading
principles of people’s behaviour in general.
The requirements of accuracy and universality pose an inherent contradiction to the concept
of the person assumed in social research: the first emphasises the realistic value of the
conceptualisation and the maintenance of factual connections with the complexity of real life
and the way people actually perform, whereas the second stresses abstraction and universal
applicability. Striking a balance between this boundary between realism and abstraction is
a major theoretical challenge. One cannot escape the impression that the trade-off is frequently
characterised by a kind of disciplinary inertia and responsiveness to methodological
requirements rather than by a substantial understanding of human behaviour (cf. Greenhalgh
1996). Thus while the empirical evidence reveals that assumptions attributed to Homo
Economicus )such as transitivity, invariance and dominance) are frequently and systematically
violated (Bøhren 1990, Fishburn 1991, Machina 1990, Tversky and Kahneman 1990), few
economists are inclined to introduce more realistic considerations, as this complicates a formal
representation of behaviour. On the other hand, purely phenomenological approaches could
be criticised as applying a concept of the person that  is too exhaustive and too involved with
particular circumstances and operations (cf. Abell 1992).
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The question about the criteria to decide which embellishments of a model of man should
be included is not a priori answerable. A general consideration is that the balance between
abstraction and realism should be founded on criteria related to the specific subject of research
and the specific aim of the research. Given this study’s aims for understanding fertility and
enhancing the capacity to bring about behavioural change, the balance clearly inclines to the
position of a realistic assessment of reproductive behaviour, rather than one that primarily
satisfies the requirements of mathematical modelling. Population policies, by definition, have
to be applicable in real life situations; family planning strategies must relate to actual
behaviour; more specifically, they must concern the actual processes leading to (reproductive)
behaviour (Willekens 1990b, p. 22). This requires a notion of behaviour formation that rests
on a realistic model of man. This section identifies a number of relevant issues to be
considered in this respect.

An argument which prominently delineates the battlelines between intellectual orientations
is the actor’s position along the continuum between voluntarism and determinism (cf.
Alexander and Giesen 1987). Whereas voluntaristic concepts of the person primarily
emphasise inherent aspects such as individual motivation, internal reflection and creativity,
deterministic models of man may identify external and internal forces impinging on human
behaviour. These forces are usually defined in terms of environmental constraints and internal
drives, respectively.
Furthermore, given the nature of reproduction, the concept of the person in a theoretical
framework of fertility must acknowledge the relevance of biological factors. Lastly, part of
the understanding is assumed to be embodied in the notion that life is an expression of a
developmental process, which introduces a dynamic element in the concept of the person.
These aspects )voluntarism versus determinism, biology and development) provide the initial
colours to sketch the model of man in the field of fertility and will be further elaborated.

Man )in fertility studies usually woman) is defined as a social being. No social scientist will
ever deny that reproductive behaviour is crucially bound up in the social, economic, political
and cultural make-up of any society. The connection with the larger social world is an
undetachable aspect of the individual in the sense that reproductive outcomes have a direct
impact on this world and in the sense that the individual is socialised in this environment and
depends on other people therein. Opportunities, expectations and incentives, and in general
people’s understanding of the world, are importantly derived from the social environment
) either directly or via internalisation. They systematically depend on the structure of the
environment as well as on the person’s position and the position of others in this structure.
This sociological perspective does not necessarily lead to a deterministic position in the
original Durkheimian sense and to the passive conception of Dahrendorf’s Homo
Sociologicus. Sociology’s main contribution to a realistic model of man is the notion that
environment matters, that structure and dependency are relevant, and that actors are not
completely free agents only responsive to intrinsic motives and constraints.
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Sociology has deterministic counterparts in the field of psychology. Here human behaviour
is commonly viewed as propelled from within by various needs, drives, impulses and instincts.
In psychoanalytic theory, for example, human behaviour is the manifestation of an interplay
of inner forces, most of which operate below the level of consciousness. Such inherent or
otherwise internalised motives are not principally different from external motivators in the
sense that both set a structure of incentives and constraints.
Both psychology and sociology have come a long way from the deterministic portrait of the
human being to one who thinks, perceives, remembers, reasons and is often reasonable (Sears
1987, cf. Bandura 1986). People act by virtue of the unique capacity of confronting reality
with meaningful action; rather than a direct response to external (or for that matter internal)
stimuli and facts, actions are conceived to be mediated by thought and as products of
conceptions and representations of such facts (Bandura 1986, Bower and Hilgard 1981,
Tenbruck 1989). This capacity for reflection is a basic characteristic of humanity, and a central
feature in the concept of the person. It is also this quality that most profoundly differentiates
the human from the animal world and distinguishes social sciences from natural sciences.
Whereas physical sciences rely solely on causal analysis, the proper paradigm for the social
sciences also depends on intentional explanation (Elster 1984, 1991, Runde 1988, Sica 1988,
Widdershoven 1987). The acknowledgement of this capacity for reflection implies a source
of explanation that is inherent in human beings and largely independent of contextual
backgrounds. It identifies the degree of individual freedom or people’s causal contribution
to their own behaviour as acquired by the reflective appraisal of purposes, options and
capabilities (Bandura 1986, Hargreaves Heap 1992).
This inherence does not deny that many )if not most) meanings and significations about the
world are fuelled by contextual backgrounds. The idea is that people exert some influence
on what they do by the alternatives they consider, how they foresee and weigh consequences
of behaviour, how they perceive and appraise, and perhaps even manipulate, a set of
preferences, how they deal with uncertainty and risk, how they integrate new information
into existing frameworks of understanding and how they appraise their capabilities to execute
successfully the possibilities they consider (cf. Bandura 1986, p. 39). In this view, the notion
of motivation in the sense of the outcome of internal reflection becomes highly significant
as a basic feature governing large areas of individual behaviour. The contribution of this
abstract notion of motivation to a conception of a model of man can even be substantiated
by suggesting the existence of universal motives and motivation structures.
The fact that in many life domains many, if not most, actions involve routine procedures with
minimum efforts in terms of consciousness and active consideration is well in line with
ascribing an important role to mental agency in human behaviour. Cognitive psychology has
taught us that the original mastery and modification of routines involves thought and
awareness (e.g. Bandura 1977b, p. 171, Bower and Hilgard 1981, p. 467) and that conscious
and subconscious considerations rely on cognitive frameworks with associative functions
developed over time. Since most behaviour in this sense involves some degree of thought
(H.A. Simon 1987, p. 25, Piaget and Inhelder 1973, p. 3), people can make causal
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contributions to their own behaviour and these mental processes should be part of the starting
points of any formulation about human nature.
The empirical and theoretical efforts of the past decades have brought us closer to
understanding such mental processes: they questioned the relevance of the standard notion
of rationality which the introduction of thought made into a key concept in the understanding
of human behaviour. Acknowledgement of rationality as a central concept is the main
argument to devote a separate section to it (Section 2.4). There it will be argued that the
rationality attributed to man in various intellectual landscapes is too simplistic and not relevant
for the purposes of this study.

The notion that behaviour has a temporal dimension has long been recognised. The idea that
temporal ordering can also imply a developmental dimension is increasingly accepted. In this
perspective behaviour is not simply related to a certain period in people’s lives, but seen as
the result of emerging processes which functionally relate a person’s present state to earlier
positions or to those later in life. This dynamic perspective, as encountered in developmental
psychology and life course approaches, implies a person as involved in a continuous process
of becoming.

Lastly, the biological factor is particularly relevant for a demographic model of man, since
it identifies the biological limitations and possibilities of people’s reproductive behaviour.
In fertility )and even more so in mortality, although hardly in migration) outcomes are
principally results of physiological processes, even though behavioural considerations may
importantly influence these processes. These biological factors have received very little
attention in sociological, economic and psychological approaches to fertility, but appear
prominently in some conceptual frameworks in demography (Bongaarts 1978, Davis and
Blake 1956, Easterlin 1978a).

The several facets of the person portrayed here represent basic premises about human
capabilities, constraints and characteristics. They deductively contribute to the elaboration
of theoretical aspects in the conceptual framework by indicating the aspects to be taken into
account: the biological dimension of demographic behaviour, the role of mental agency in
human behaviour, the importance of motivation and rationality in decision making, the social
embedment of individuals, and the time-dependency involved in personal development. A
useful acronym for this demographic model of man might be coined as BMMRSDM:
biological, mentally endowed, motivated, rational, social, developing man (cf. Lindenberg
1990a). These aspects constitute the skeleton of the model of man residing in the framework.
In the following sections and chapters they will be fleshed out and will permeate the
elaboration of different conceptual components.
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2.3. Theory in social sciences

2.3.1. Explanation, understanding and levels of analysis

It is the task of social sciences to develop a coherent understanding of human behaviour and
its intended or unintended outcomes (J.S. Coleman 1990, p. 17, Sica 1988, p. 83).
Additionally, and presumably on the basis of such understanding, science can be deployed
in more applied fields such as forecasting, social engineering or individual therapy. To assert
the relevance of social theory for demography, several reflections are in order: the general
role of theory in scientific endeavour and the specific position of demography in social science
as related to the nature of the subject to be explained as well as to the relevant elements that
must be taken into account. Despite the emphasis on accounting and the sometimes uneasy
marriage of ‘formal’ and ‘social’ demography, the discipline can be classified as a social
science ) and perhaps increasingly so (Caldwell 1996).
Theories or conceptual models are used in all social scientific endeavour, explicitly or
implicitly and more or less elaborately. If a theoretical model aims at universal applicability,
it should provide a general framework to interpret behaviour, but allow for the history and
idiosyncrasies of specific situations. This means that theory should articulate abstractions
of behaviour in order to ensure a general appeal, but it must permit succeeding levels of
specificity. According to Homans, a theory or an explanation of a phenomenon should exist
of a deductive system of lower order propositions that follow as a logical conclusion from
general propositions under conditions of situational salience (Homans 1964, p. 812, also
Lindenberg 1990b, p. 737). The following statement lies at the heart of his argument:

“I now suspect that there are no general sociological propositions, propositions that hold good
of all societies or social groups as such, and that the only general propositions of sociology
are in fact psychological. [General propositions are] propositions about the behavior of men,
not about the behavior of societies” (Homans 1964, p. 815-817).

In fact, Homans is wrong when he states that the only general propositions are psychological:
for fertility at least, one has to acknowledge the biological dimension as a fundamental
property. However, his message is clear: if we want a framework that yields a general
understanding, we must build it on the available general principles of human behaviour and
be aware of representations of context and individual behaviour connected with these
principles. This starting point signifies the microfoundations of social theory which also
indicate the importance of the explication of a realistic model of man (Section 2.2).

A principal role of theoretical frameworks is to articulate the relations between variables or
entities that are relevant to the subject under study. A full explanation of a phenomenon,
however, should )in addition to the suggested, and possibly empirically observed,
correlations) involve an understanding of these relations. The function of understanding in
social theory )indeed in any theory) is to answer the question why such a relation exists.
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Doing so requires a deeper insight into the mechanisms through which one variable influences
another (Bandura 1982, p. 123, Boudon 1987, p. 46, Wunsch 1995, p. 203). These
mechanisms may refer to causal principles (on which natural sciences rely) or to mental and
reasoning principles (cf. Elster 1991, p. 167). In both cases they refer to more elementary
processes that operate at levels below the one where the subjects of interest and, often, the
principal determinants are situated. This perspective is in line with Homans’ view on social
theory.

The involvement of underlying processes and mechanisms implies that full explanation needs
to incorporate different analytical levels. It might be argued that each lower level introduced
to address a phenonemon’s underlying causal mechanisms, creates the need to push analysis
back another level to understand the processes and components involved in these mechanisms
(cf. P.H. Miller 1983, p. 391, Langton 1989, Munro 1992). Each level opens up new horizons
for specification and understanding of higher-level relations, without eliminating the
significance and integrity of these relations. This perspective illustrates the autonomy and
the interdependence of scientific disciplines. Each tends to focus on phenomena at a certain
level and may perceive adjacent levels as more encompassing and contextual or as underlying
and more microscopic. Therefore, as Alexander asserts, the reference to emergent levels of
analysis as micro and macro is a relative one: what is micro at one level is macro at another
(Alexander 1987, Gerstein 1987, cf. Blau 1987). Although the different layers give different
accounts of reality and highlight different properties of this reality, they pertain to this same
reality and cannot survive in complete isolation of the others. An effort to establish the links
between various levels and integrate the different properties may require the conversion of
conceptual entities into a common interpretive standard.

The scope of human science encompasses a broad range of conceptual planes. Although they
are far from neatly arranged in contiguous levels, they range from global, societal or
institutional layers, via individual behaviour and interaction to such intra-individual processes
as pertaining to decision making, information processing or physiology, and even down to
chemical processes or the physics of elementary particles (cf. Alexander 1987, p. 290). An
important key, then, to fully understanding a phenomenon of interest is finding the essential
constituent components and processes, which involves the question about which or how many
conceptual levels need to be involved. The relevant levels to be included in analysis are
determined in the first instance by the level of the subject of interest: a level pertaining to
neuro-physiological processes is directly relevant to information-processing theory in
psychology, but not to grand-scale theories like evolutionism in anthropology (cf. Gerstein
1987). Furthermore, the number of incorporated levels will often be set by practical
considerations, such as our capacity to detect and measure phenomena or the availability of
theories, insights and empirical findings.

With respect to levels of analysis, Lindenberg refers to a discipline’s analytical primacy  )
its primary focus )and the theoretical or explanatory primacy) its tools to deal with the
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primary focus (Lindenberg 1986, p. 21, 1990b, p. 736). Following his arguments, in
disciplines such as sociology and micro-economics, the analytical primacy is on the macro
level and the theoretical primacy is )or should be) on the micro level. The term macro refers
here to such concepts as society, social systems or macrolevel phenomena, whereas micro
pertains to individual action and interaction between people, and to choice, emotions, thought
or motivation. Lindenberg’s line of thought reflects to a certain extent the sociology advanced
by Weber. In his view, the concern of sociology is the observed modes of action ) empirical
uniformities in courses of action as repeated by an actor or occurring among numerous actors
- and not individual actions as such (Weber 1968, p. 29). However, he explicitly
acknowledges the central position of the individual level to allow sociology to find a causal
explanation and true understanding )Verstehen as he calls it) of social action (ibid., p. 4).
This theorising represents a multi-level approach as it moves back and forth between the
macro-analysis of societal complexes and institutional systems and the micro-analysis of how
individuals within such situations make interpretations and act with purpose.

The discipline of demography can be situated in a similar perspective. Its primary focus is
on the explanation of elements situated on a macro level: population size; age and sex
distribution; age-specific fertility; migration and mortality rates; nuptiality patterns; or
differentiation of subpopulations according to socio-economic and socio-cultural criteria.
All these subjects transcend the micro level of individual behaviour and decision making.
Equally, derivative fields of interest in which demographers have been involved )labour
market participation, the consequences of dejuvenation and ageing, family planning,
sustainable development, reproductive health, et cetera) concern subjects that are principally
related to society, social systems and aggregate levels. Moreover, elements on which the
explanation of demographically relevant subjects depend are frequently themselves macrolevel
variables: level of education, the state of the economy, legislation, religion, culture, health
care systems, social services, the population structure itself, et cetera.
Following Lindenberg’s distinction between theoretical and analytical primacy, it can be
argued that in demography, the analytical primacy is on the macro level and the theoretical
primacy should be on the micro level. Emergent phenomena at the macro level )be they
complex social systems or relatively simple population aggregates) are considered the result
of actions and interactions of individual agents . As effected in micro-economics and in several3

prominent branches of sociology, theoretical approaches in demography need to incorporate
microlevel analysis, not as an end in itself, but as an indispensable device to achieve
understanding of its subject matter.

In such a micro perspective the focus of explanatory endeavour is on individual behaviours.
Since these behaviours are not accidental actions of detached and blank persons, but tend
to appear in distinguishable patterns, part of the explanation will be to relate these patterned
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behaviours of individuals to the structuring backgrounds from which they were derived and
the processes which they involved. Referring to the ideas of Runyan (1982), Sugarman (1986)
and particularly Hollis (1977), these backgrounds might be perceived at three distinct levels.
One relates to the individual generally as a human being; a second to the individual as a social
person in a specific context and historical time; and a third to the individual as a unique
identity (Hollis 1977, p. 101, Runyan 1982, p. 7, Sugarman 1986, p. 6, cf. Rokeach 1973,
p. 3).

• The first background concerns the basic premises of human nature which may be conceived
as providing the fundamental principles of human behaviour formation. This signifies the
need to define an appropriate model of man. Section 2.2 elaborated on the relevant
universal features for demographic theory.

• The middle background level is of principal interest of disciplines such as anthropology,
sociology and demography. While the other two background levels are often )correctly
or not) silently assumed or disposed of as noise from individual idiosyncrasies, this level
constitutes the substance to which the collective phenomena covered by these disciplines
are ultimately to be related. It identifies relevant contextual or structural aspects )again
located at the macro level) as main determinants in explanation.

• The last background level pertains to personal characteristics. These might include aspects
such as personality characteristics, specific mental, social and physical abilities or personal
history. Some of these include features that were developed because of the specific context
in which individuals live; others can be understood as characteristics that are particular
and inherent to certain persons. Although such inherent aspects are rarely part of the core
of social theory, they might gain importance as in modern societies the role of societal
forces give way to the free will of the individual agency.

Although the mere identification of relevant aspects at any one of these background levels
remains a major basis for explaining individual behaviour, it largely neglects the dynamics
involved in behaviour formation. Both individuals and the contexts in which they live change
over time, although at different rates or in different time scales. The changing impact of the
individual and contextual backgrounds on behaviour may be expressed in terms of their
transformed contents and relevance. The time dependency of this transformation, however,
may provide an additional source for understanding behaviour. Therefore, thorough
explanation requires the development of a dynamic theoretical framework.

In summary, the above perspectives on social theory carry a message for the shape of
theoretical frameworks for demography. Demographic phenomena are evidently associated
with a great number of societal and structural aspects which can be identified at the macro
level. Although these direct macrolevel relationships, measurable in terms of statistical
correlations, are acceptable as ‘shorthand’ (Abell 1992, cf. J.S. Coleman 1990), causal
inference runs through the individual level (Homans 1964, Lindenberg 1990b, H.L. Smith
1989, Willekens 1990b). This is the major rationale for adopting a microlevel approach for
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Figure 2.1.  Micro and macro levels in social theory

the development of a general framework of fertility: it is only at individual level of analysis
that the crucial question can be answered why aspects at the macro level are found to be
associated.
The contour of such a framework suggests a proposition system as presented in Figure 2.1,
which begins and ends at macro levels, but in between dips to the level of the individual.
Obviously, this idea is in line with the starting points of methodological individualism.
Understanding the emergence or change of demographic phenomena depends to large extent
on explicating the processes leading to individual behaviours. The forms of these behavioural
processes in turn depend on a realistic interpretation of the general nature of human beings,
while their content depends on the context in which people live and, possibly, on personal
characteristics.

Figure 2.1 provides the basic lay-out for the development of a framework of fertility.
Depending on the various assumptions, starting points and specifications mentioned above,
this basic conceptual scheme will be modified and extended. One important modification
concerns the incorporation of the concept of time to transform the present static approach
into a dynamic one. The next section elaborates the principal choices with regard to the
further specification of the different components and relations presented in this basic
conceptual scheme.

2.3.2. Basic conceptual components: initial specifications and integration

Identification of basic conceptual components and integration standard
To a considerable degree the social theoretical starting points in this study can be encountered
in the ‘skeleton’ of rational choice theory (Friedman and Hechter 1991). The explanatory
model developed in the course of this book is also in basic agreement with this perspective.
In several fundamental aspects, however, it departs from standard rational choice models:
what it makes explicit is the concept of the person and linking mechanisms; what it modifies
is the exact interpretation of the various components; what it adds is the notion of time.
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In accordance with the methodological individualism, Coleman argued that to explain social
systems, the single proposition of a direct relation at the macro level breaks up into three:
one with an independent variable characterising the society and a dependent variable
characterising the individual; a second with both independent and dependent variables
characterising the individual; and a third with the independent variable characterising the in-
dividual and the dependent variable characterising the society (J.S. Coleman 1990, p. 8; see
igure 2.1). This approach implies the relevance of several analytical elements in the theoretical
framework:

• a theoretical approach to assess the context of individual behaviour (macro level);
• the mechanisms by which the context influences and structures individual action (macro-

micro connection);
• a theory of individual behaviour (micro level);
• a transformation mechanism (micro-macro connection).

Starting from Coleman’s explanatory scheme, a satisfactory theory would cover all the
conceptual requirements implied in these four elements. There is however no general and
integrated theory in the social sciences that does sufficient justice to each of these elements
(Coleman and Fararo 1992, p. ix). Nor is a seamless integration of complementary theoretical
perspectives within reach that is able to catch every relevant component of an all-
encompassing approach. This means that, in order to approximate a full explanation of
fertility, we have to rely on partial theories and this unavoidably involves awkward lacunas,
discrepancies and forced transitions.
Nevertheless, if careful starting points and theoretical approaches are adopted there is
considerable scope to integrate insights from various directions and to cover many of the
requirements of the constituent elements within one comprehensive approach. The emergence
of a cognitive perspective in many branches of social and behaviour science offers particularly
attractive opportunities in this respect. In this line the concept of information is suggested
to provide a common starting point for the different explanatory components at a meta-
theoretical level.

The basic theoretical framework as suggested in methodological individualism and rational
choice theory encounters a transition between micro and macro levels at two points: the way
in which the socio-cultural and socio-economic context influences individuals, and how the
concert of individual behaviours is transformed into a social or collective phenomenon. These
two questions relate to the micro-macro gap and are among the core interests of human
sciences. The second in particular poses a central theoretical problem to the discipline of
sociology, as the production of social system elements usually involves intricate interactions
between individuals and groups (Alexander et al., 1987, J.S. Coleman 1986, Friedman and
Hechter 1991). Since demographers’ interests are mostly patterns of vital events )in the
present case patterns of birth) rather than complex sociological phenomena, a simple
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aggregation mechanism will account for the transformation problem of relating individual
fertility behaviour to macro outcomes. The elaboration of the basic scheme therefore focuses
on the three remaining elements of the approach: a theory of individual behaviour, a
perspective on context and the relationship between context and individual behaviour. Also,
the concepts of time and personal development will be introduced, to modify the static nature
of context and behaviour as presented in the basic conceptual scheme of Figure 2.1.

The three subsequent sections provide the outlines of these components. In this respect, they
constitute the background for and introduction to Chapter 4 (on choice), Chapter 5 (on
context) and Chapter 6 (on dynamic perspectives). The concept of information functions as
a common interpretive principle for these analytical components. A more specified
interpretation of this concept is also provided in Chapter 4, as an introduction to a cognitive
elaboration of choice and context.

A theory of individual behaviour
A theory of behaviour should explain the formation of individual behaviour. Behaviour may
mean overt action, as well as refraining from any action or passively acquiescing in a situation.
In many areas of social science a theory of behaviour boils down to a theory of choice
(Lindenberg 1989, p. 176, Coleman and Fararo 1992, p. xi), although it could very well be
something other than choice theory: symbolic interactionism (Blumer 1969, Heise 1986),
a theory of emotional reactions (Collins 1993b, Etzioni 1992, Kuhl 1986, Scheff 1992),
learning (Homans 1964, Skinner 1963, 1971), self-efficacy (Bandura 1977a, 1982, 1991,
Rodin 1990, Schotter 1986), et cetera.
Part of the popularity of choice theory can be ascribed to its methodological and quantitative
development, which is especially favoured in social disciplines where )such as in economics)
the urge to represent behaviour quantitatively has evolved into a dogmatic position. Another
aspect of its wide application in social sciences is the, perhaps intuitive, appeal of the idea
that any behaviour implies the forbearance of other behaviour, that somehow a selection
mechanism is employed by the actor which induces one specific occurrence rather than
another, and that the logic of this selection might be coined in terms of decision making (Esser
1993). Furthermore, a reason to adhere to a choice approach is the presumption that it is
flexible and offers better scope to integrate other aspects of action rather than vice versa (e.g.
Lindenberg 1989, p. 176). Thus, the incorporation of learning in a choice perspective has
been advocated, among others, by H.A. Simon (1978, 1987) and North (1994), the
incorporation of phenomenology by Esser (1993), emotions by Kemper (1993), Etzioni
(1992) and Niphuis-Nell (1981) and self-efficacy by Ajzen (1991).
The value of a choice approach as a theory of behaviour is acknowledged and it constitutes
a major starting point for this study. The basic idea of a choice approach is that people’s lives
consist of a continuous chain of situations that imply a major or minor choice between a
number of behavioural courses. It assumes that people solve the implied decision problems
on the basis of the situations’ meaning as specified by the behavioural routines and the
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options, consequences and goals they associate with it, and in accordance with their individual
capacities and constraints to manage this information.

The notion of choice cast in neo-classical economics and rational choice theory is, however,
considered too narrow to serve the purpose of understanding individual behaviour. In these
traditions the identification of actors is modelled too much as idealised, conscious and
determined decision makers, almost by assumption steeled against the bearing of a confusing
reality and restraining psychological considerations. The mechanisms that relate decisions
and behaviour to the specific context are disregarded and there is far too little attention for
the impact on behaviour of, for instance, biological processes and for routine behaviour and
unintended or unforeseen outcomes of choice processes.
The notion of choice )and the closely connected concept of rationality) proposed here, has
a much wider meaning. The promise that choice theory holds for understanding not only
people’s explicit decisions, but the full breadth of human behaviour, can only be redeemed
if the concept of choice is extended beyond the narrow connotation in mainstream decision
theories. The development of this more encompassing choice concept is dealt with in
Chapter 4 and relies extensively on the elaboration of the broader meaning of rationality in
Section 2.4.

Context and the connection between context and agency
The notion of context is prominently incorporated in social theory. The context has a
structuring impact on behaviour, since it draws people into commonalities, dependencies and
interdependencies. Not only does it generate structuring forces, it too is structured: context
should be perceived as multi-dimensional (including for example physical, cultural or
economic dimensions), multi-level (ranging from the local environment to the world at large)
and fragmented (although not without a considerable degree of consistency). Whereas the
last two sources of contextual differentiation will be maintained in the elaboration of the
concept, the dimensional considerations will focus on the social context, which also captures
cultural, political, legal and economic aspects. The social environment, in all its differentiation
is seen as the major contextual ingredient in the explanation of individual behaviours and the
resultant outcomes at the societal level. Although physical environments may have some
determining influence on behaviour, the final outcome is usually dominated by the
intermediating effects of the ruling social structure.
The attempt to articulate the social context must be guided by the prospect of solving the
principal questions of what qualities and meanings are embodied by the environment in the
process of determining individual behaviour, and what mechanisms are involved. The solution
to this transition problem depends on the degree to which it is possible to interpret macrolevel
elements on the micro level. That is the degree one can, theoretically, bridge the actor’s
situation and the elements appearing in the theory of behaviour (Esser 1993, p. 9), and,
practically, express the social environment in terms relevant to the individual (cf. Bandura
1982, Mason 1989). To a large degree this is possible by adopting an institutional-cognitive
approach which seems to develop into a carrier of integration in the social sciences. The
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context is understood as a structure of institutions which embody information about
opportunities and restrictions, consequences and expectations, rights and duties, incentives
and sanctions, models, guidelines, and definitions of the world (e.g. Burns and Flam 1987,
D’Andrade 1995, Friedman and Hechter 1991, Langlois 1986b, Levi and Cook 1990, Nelson
and Winter 1982, North 1994, Schotter 1986).
Although actual behaviour is also influenced by the social context through restrictions
(physical, financial, legal, et cetera) imposed on the implementation of people’s choices, the
choice process itself is determined by the information that people acknowledge in their social
environment. Since an assessment of the possible restrictions is usually part of this
information, actual behaviour can to a large extent be understood in terms of the informative
role of the social context.
The emphasis on context as a structured source of information has important implications
for the elaboration of a theoretical framework. These implications are closely connected to
assumptions embodied in the model of man: a definition in terms of information implies that
the impact of context on behaviour is not a mechanical, law-like effect, but to a substantial
degree involves mediation of the human mind in the sense of attention, perception, and
interpretation. The recognition of such cognitive aspects indicates the relevance of learning
processes and social learning theory to account for the mechanism through which the
environment influences behaviour (Bandura 1977b, 1986, Bower and Hilgard 1981, Rosenthal
and Zimmerman 1978).
Putting an active agent on the scene implies an interactional relation between context and
actor, a relation which also involves the mental construction of the environment, rather than
only the determination of individual behaviour (Bandura 1986, Filipp and Olbrich 1986,
Giddens 1984). Notions about learning and creative reflection have had their share in the
development of theory in the social sciences. At the macro level this resulted in the
articulation of mechanisms of institutional evolution (North 1994, Langlois 1986b) and the
understanding of their present manifestation. At the micro level it is expressed in the evolution
of the concepts of choice and rationality (Hargreaves Heap 1992, H.A. Simon 1987). The
elaboration of these aspects concerning context and its influence on individual behaviour will
be addressed in Chapter 5.

Time and personal development
A crucial aspect that is not dealt with in the basic model is the notion of time. The explanatory
scheme of Figure 2.1 remains a static representation: the analytical components are assessed
with regard to their existential qualities, but without considering their time-related character.
In a dynamic perspective, the components of the conceptual framework are comprehended,
in addition, as a function of their evolvement in time.
The different analytical components cannot be appraised on a one-dimensional time scale.
The rates of change of macrocontextual elements differ substantially from that of the life of
individuals, or from those related to development on a sub-individual level. Therefore,
different time scales must be considered to elevate the basic conceptual scheme in a dynamic
approach. In turn, this underscores the relevance of different theoretical perspectives that
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deal with time and change on such various dimensions. Thus, life course theory and
development psychology emphasise the individual histories and evolving processes of people’s
lives to account for behavioural patterns. Similarly, many institutional perspectives emphasise
the evolutionary and path-dependent background of social, economic, political and cultural
contexts. Given the theoretical focus on the micro level, the time dimension involved in
individual life course development occupies the central position in the eventual dynamic
conceptual framework.
Chapter 6 considers the elaboration of the concepts of time and life course. In addition, it
identifies and elaborates modern learning theory as a theoretical perspective for the
substantiation of the individual life course. This line of thought holds the promise for an
interpretation of the mechanisms involved in life course development and for an integration
with other theoretical perspectives on the common basis of the concept of information.

2.4. The concept of rationality in social sciences

2.4.1. Rationality in social theory and every-day life

Both within scientific endeavour and in everyday life, rationality is used as a guideline to
interpret, understand and predict the outcomes of behaviour. In our attempts to make sense
of other people’s actions, we usually employ some concept of rationality as it conveniently
arranges factors of means and ends in an interpretive framework. Elements of rationality are
supposed to underlie behaviour in general, and decision making in particular. Whereas the
origins can be traced back to the realm of philosophy, rationality assumptions are used, either
explicitly or implicitly, in all social and behavioural sciences. Submerged in the maximisation
principle of micro-economics and in rational choice theory it even appears explicitly in the
core of theory. Only in the very strict behaviourist tradition of psychology is any reference
to rationality, or any internal reflection whatsoever, explicitly excluded from theory.
Although, or perhaps because, it is widely applied, rationality remains an ambiguous concept.
In the scientific and the common world its notion is different; its meaning has changed in the
ourse of philosophical history; and within scientific domains different forms of rationality are
employed to grasp aspects of behaviour. Depending on the field of application, rationality
has descriptive, normative or prescriptive connotations (Bell et al., 1988, Levi and Cook
1990). The concept differs in terms of incorporating an actor’s degree of consciousness and
calculation and in the extent to which the actor’s considerations or behaviour is regarded
to correspond to an objective reality or coincide with the observer’s (or the researcher’s)
perception of reality. In the field of decision making, rationality sometimes refers to processes
of choice (as, for instance in psychology, logic and ethics) and sometimes to the choices
themselves (as usually in economics and sociology) (H.A. Simon 1987). Correspondingly,
rationality can be considered in a very specific form, such as the rationality in the sense of
utility maximisation, or in a much broader sense, covering other types of rationality such as
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procedural, bounded, contextual, selected and expressive rationality (e.g. Elster 1983b,
Hargreaves Heap 1992, March 1978, H.A. Simon 1978).
As such different perspectives of rationality exist in social science, the question is: what is
meant by rational behaviour or, more specifically, rational choice? And given the various
appearances of the concept, which perception of rationality serves best for understanding
human behaviour and what are the limits of rationality in this respect? The following sections
scrutinise the concept of rationality and argue for a broad definition. Section 2.4.2 starts out
with some basic considerations and advances that a subjective interpretation of rationality
is required for the purpose of understanding behaviour. The subsequent sections deal with
the implications of this position as they address the various developments of the rationality
concept in the behavioural sciences. In these elaborations the notion of rationality developed
in micro-economic choice theory functions as a point of reference. First, because economics
has most extensively developed the rationality concept and postulates the narrow view of
rationality. Second, because the notion of rationality from economics is widely applied in other
behavioural disciplines, including demography. And third, because many alternative views
on rationality have been developed in reaction to the position taken by economists.

2.4.2. Elementary notions of rationality and the actor’s perspective

The common feature in the different conceptualisations of rationality is the centrality of the
means and ends pair in human behaviour. Rationality in its trimmest form denotes a style
of behaviour that is appropriate to the achievement of given goals (H.A. Simon 1964, p. 405,
cf. Weber 1947, p. 117). Any addition to this basic interpretation, any specification of means
and ends, or the nature of their association implies division into types of rationality. The
theoretical arguments raised by such additions and specifications often refer to a complex
of closely associated philosophical concepts such as reason, logic, subjectivity and
consciousness (see e.g. Hollis 1977, Webel 1976, Widdershoven 1987). Although any detailed
involvement in such philosophical debate is far beyond the scope of this study, some aspects
have to be mentioned to set the scene for further discussion about the use of the concept of
rationality in the social sciences.

One way to capture rationality has been to focus on the sensibility of behaviour. This
interpretation deals with the behaviour’s functional value with respect to reaching an objective
or fulfilling an existing need, without considering the nature of their intentional-causal relation.
An individual may benefit from a particular behaviour, without necessarily performing that
behaviour because of that benefit, or even being aware of it. In this way rationality is used
as a description of behaviour, rather than as a description of the mechanisms underlying
behaviour (Lea et al., 1987, p. 104). This particular interpretation of rationality is not
exclusive to human beings; in fact, there is no objection to its application to the non-human
world )biology and animal psychology) or to cultural and social systems, as in functionalist
perspectives in sociology and anthropology.
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The rationality concept in choice perspectives is different. The essence of rational behaviour
in these perspectives is precisely located in people’s capacity for internal reflection, which
is sometimes more narrowly defined in terms of calculative and deliberative intellectual virtue
and the explicit use of logic (H.A. Simon 1964, Langlois 1986c, Popper 1968). Here the
active, intermediating human mind appears as a central feature in the model of man: the
essence of the concept of rationality is not sought in the functionality of behaviour, but in
the assumed use of mental capacity preceding actual behaviour. The origins of this approach
can be traced back to the Rationalist tradition of Aristotle, Plato, Descartes and Kant, in
which rationality depends on the employment of reason, and where reason in turn is conceived
as a transcendental and a-historical faculty of the human mind (Webel 1976).

The degree of objectivity that this line of thought implies has met the criticism of those who
remain sceptical of people’s abilities to obtain ‘objective’ understanding and a priori
knowledge of reality. From the Greek Sophists to Macchiavelli and modern cultural relativists,
philosophers and social scientists maintain that truth and knowledge do not inhere in things
themselves, but depend on the interests and frame of reference of the historical subject (Webel
1976, p. 51). In the perspective of Rationalism and Enlightment this appears to move back
the centre of human life into the whirlpool of prejudice and ignorance. Also the mainstream
of every-day conceptual thought rather cherishes the idea of an objective truth. Thus, in
common life rationality is associated with ‘facts’ and ‘reality’ )particularly as presented by
science) or with tangible aspects such as economic growth and technological innovation as
exponents of modernity (cf. Lash and Whimster 1987, Webel 1976, Weber 1968). Although
this also applies to the world of science, social sciences usually hold more nuanced views
on the concept of rationality. The contrast between objective and subjective perspectives can
be recognised in normative versus descriptive interpretations of rationality (Bell et al., 1988).
This distinction is encountered in Weber’s discussions about rationality:

“A subjectively ‘rational’ action is not identical with a rationally ‘correct’ action, i.e., one
which uses the objectively correct means in accord with scientific knowledge. Rather it means
only that the subjective intention of the individual is planfully directed to the means which
are regarded as correct for a given end” (Weber 1949, p. 34; his italics, see also Hollis 1977,
p.  131).

Thus, although objective rationality )how an idealised individual should think and act (which
is related to a normative interpretation of rationality)) might be valuable in itself, it is not an
adequate interpretation if the aim is to understand behaviour: how and why people think and
act the way they do. From a subjective viewpoint, truth or accuracy is not a necessary
qualification of rational action. People use their ability for reason (well or badly) within certain
conditions and constraints to reach their goals (H.A. Simon, 1987, p. 25, Abell 1992, p. 196,
Ajzen and Fishbein 1980, p. 244). Even much, or most, of the behaviour that is called
abnormal or paranoid involves the exercise of thought and reason, as is pointedly suggested
in Pollonius’ reflection on Hamlet’s lunatic behaviour: “though this be madness, yet there
is method in ‘t” (cf. Hindess 1987, p. 140, Lea et al., 1987, p. 480).
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This position also corresponds with Popper’s view that rational action does not presume
justified knowledge, but only that action is consistent with the (possibly true, possibly false)
knowledge the decision maker decides to act upon (Popper 1968, p. 42-46). Or, to quote
Von Mises:

“... human reason is not infallible and ... man very often errs in selecting and applying means.
An action unsuited to the end sought falls short of expectation. It is contrary to purpose, but
it is rational, i.e., the outcome of a reasonable )although faulty) deliberation and an attempt

)although an ineffectual attempt) to attain a definite goal” (Von Mises 1949, p. 20; my italics).

Errors and failures are, therefore, not a priori evidence of irrationality, but usually of social
scientists’ inability to correctly specify the subject’s reference frame of goals and options
(Rutherford 1988, p. 41, J.S. Coleman 1990, p. 18, Handwerker 1986a, p.11-12, Lea et al.,
1987, p. 480), an argument which underlies Rachlin’s (1980) and Rawls’ (1971) more radical
versions of rationality.

The capacity to understand everyday human behaviour importantly depends on how the
rationality of action is captured. Assessment of the functionality of behaviour without referring
to any underlying mechanisms seems inadequate. It may indicate the sufficiency of certain
behaviour to meet certain ends, but it cannot demonstrate its necessity to be there, then and
in exactly that form. The acknowledgement of mental capacity and the employment of reason
adds a crucial aspect of rationality. Behaviour may be rational in the first sense (functional,
e.g. food intake by animals) without being so in the second sense (reasoned through). Vice
versa, behaviour may be based on sound reasoning but appear not to be functional at all (cf.
Lea et al., 1987, p. 105). In this respect Elster distinguished between acting with a reason
and acting for a reason:

“Acting with a reason means that the actor has reasons for doing what he does, acting for a
reason implies in addition that he did what he did because of those reasons” (Elster 1983a,
p. 70).

Without interpretation of the underlying considerations and mental processes the rationality
of behaviour is hard )if not impossible) to assess. The issue here is to replace a normative
interpretation of rationality that presumes infallibility and objectivity, by a descriptive
interpretation that increases the realism of explanation by searching for the personal logic
of the subject (J.S. Coleman 1990, p. 19, Langlois 1986c, p. 230, cf. Sica 1988, p. 35). The
weakness of this subjective rationality is that the concept is much more elusive and is much
less appropriate for mathematical modelling.

The crucial message here is that although ‘objective’ rationality (often carelessly substituted
by the researcher’s idea of objective rationality) might be a valuable concept for other
purposes, it can never be employed as a tool to understand why people behave in a certain
way. From this point of view there is, in fact, no sound assessment of the rationality of
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behaviour without incorporating the perspective of the actor him or herself. This makes
rationality conditional on behavioural processes and constraints, implying a shift from narrow
substantive rationality to broader conceptualisations of rationality.

2.4.3. Substantive rationality: the basis of rational behaviour

Rationality in micro-economics: criticisms and lines of defence
Substantive, or instrumental  rationality is the notion most widely applied in social scientific4

studies; it is also the connotation most close to the everyday understanding of rationality.
Substantive rational behaviour refers to behaviour which optimally achieves given goals within
the limits imposed by given conditions and constraints (H.A. Simon 1979b, p. 67). The
suggested employment of thought and reason in this concept of rationality clearly
distinguishes it from a functional interpretation. The development of the substantive rationality
concept has been taken furthest in neo-classical economic theory, but it has been adopted
in other social scientific fields, in particular in rational choice sociology. In these decision
making approaches, the rational agent is a utility maximiser with a clear view on available
means and their consequences, and with an ability to evaluate them against a preference
ordering which is usually posited to be stable, consistent, precise and exogenous to the
decision problem.

Over time elaborations of the standard economic theory of utility maximisation have tried
to incorporate various nuances to improve its empirical validity, while retaining those elements
which are essential to the neo-classical paradigm. Thus, the concept of utility is replaced by
subjectively expected utility to deal with decision making under conditions of uncertainty.
Game theory has emerged as a reaction to the problem of interaction and dependency in
choice behaviour. Other elaborations incorporated such elements as learning (in the Bayesian5

sense), information search (cf. Stigler 1961) and time preference.
The Homo Economicus as the exponent of the orthodox neo-classical economics is under
severe attack, both from within the discipline and from other sciences like sociology and,
particularly, psychology. Within micro-economics the neo-classical model of man encounters
much opposition from behavioural economists such as Simon, Leibenstein and Earl, and from
institutional economists like Nelson and Winter, O’Driscoll and Rizzo and North. Much of
their criticism focuses on the limitation to a substantive type of rationality which is considered
a gross simplification, if not wrong altogether (cf. Levi and Cook 1990, p. 2). It can be rightly
argued that the original Homo Economicus and much of the criticism does not reflect the
present state of the art in economics (Albeda 1987, Pollak and Watkins 1993, van
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Witteloostuijn 1991). Theoretical refinements have improved the empirical validity in
accordance with a better understanding of human behaviour.
On the other hand, whereas such developments may have occurred, whether they are in fact
consequently applied in various fields of human behaviour is another matter. Thus the inputs
from economics which drove theory development in demography largely stuck to the simple
versions of utility maximisation and new home economics (McNicoll 1992). Even more
elementarily, several critics argue that the very explanatory force of rationality in economics
(or rational choice in general) does not come from the understanding of substantive
rationality, but from auxiliary assumptions and supplementary hypotheses (cf. Arrow 1987,
Brennan 1990, Earl 1986, Lea et al., 1987, Leibenstein 1980, Lindenberg 1989, H.A. Simon
1987). Many of them consequently maintain that the fundamental notion of rationality in
economics is inadequate. Improvement of theory should therefore not be sought primarily
in further refinement within the confines of substantive rationality, but in a broader definition
of rationality itself (Levi and Cook 1990, Nelson and Winter 1982, H.A. Simon 1978).

The micro-economic paradigm as a general theory of human behaviour
There is extensive debate in scientific circles about the contribution of economic theory to
the understanding of human behaviour. In general, few theorists will reject the universal
validity of the most fundamental principle of the economic approach which refers to the
allocation of scarce resources among unlimited and competing uses (Keizer and Soeters
1987b, H.A. Simon 1978). For economists, the solution to this problem of scarcity basically
provides the understanding of human behaviour. The objections to this perspective include
the recognition that the scarcity problem, although important, is not the only aspect that
influences people’s behaviour. Other objections involve the theory’s analytical elaboration
and properties that are assumed in )or sometimes just ascribed to) economics, such as
omniscience, consciousness, selfishness, materialism or de-contextualism. As a consequence,
doubts have been raised about the applicability of economic theory in certain behavioural
domains.
Although the neo-classical paradigm originated in the field of consumer behaviour, economists
have extensively applied it to other fields of behaviour. Neo-classical and new-home
economists argue that the principles of economic theory transcend the borders of pure
economic and materialist considerations and encompass the whole area of human life (cf.
G.S. Becker 1976, Hirshleifer, 1985). In the tradition of new home economics, Becker and
others applied it to a large variety of human behaviour, among which demographic events
(e.g. G.S. Becker 1981, Oppenheimer 1988) and contended that the economic approach does
not conceptually distinguish between major and minor decisions or between emotional and
materialistic decisions.

Part of the resistance against the economic approach, however, relates to the possible
fundamental difference between a choice for consumer durables and one for vital substance
or life fulfilment (such as having children), because of the involvement of concerns like
morality and emotion (e.g. Blake 1968). Miller and Starr, for example, emphasised that there
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is no sound way to combine all such motivating aspects into a utility measure with a single
common metric (Miller and Starr 1967, pp. 25-26). This psychological viewpoint has
generally and for a long time been shared by sociologists (e.g. Collins 1981, Elster 1983b,
Jeffry 1974), but also by several economists (e.g. Earl 1986, Harsanyi 1955, Sen 1979).
Rational choice theorists Friedman and Hechter, on the other hand, seem to reject permitting
what they call “fuzzy non-material incentives” into decision theory but rather because of the
fear that these may bring the theory close to a tautology (Friedman and Hechter 1991 p. 212).
Scheff (1992) and Etzioni (1992) indeed show that the role of emotions in rational choice
theory is often neglected or only superficially treated. Correspondingly, Keizer and Soeters
acknowledge that in practice economic analysis usually boils down to the study of exchanges
in terms of money (Keizer and Soeters 1987b, p. 5, cf. Hollis and Nell 1975), even if Becker
claims to include ‘love’ in his economic approach (G.S. Becker 1981).
The position to exclude non-material considerations from explanation can hardly be justified
if one aims at understanding human behaviour and capturing social reality. Emotions are
surely among the most complex and obscure aspects of the behavioural landscape, but if
emotion is a key to explanation, then it must have a place in theory (Scheff 1992, Klosko
et al., 1987). Indeed, Niphuis-Nell includes emotional factors in her psychological choice
approach as they directly influence people’s considerations on having children. As such they
do not require a principally different treatment from material or social considerations that
favour or disfavour family building (Niphuis-Nell 1981, p. 193). Similarly, Simon acknow-
ledges the function of emotions in rationality as their informative contents clearly influence
the definition of the situation (H.A. Simon 1987, p. 26), while Etzioni even aims to refocus
the logical-empirical orientation of decision making models toward a normative-affective one
(Etzioni 1992). This might imply that the role of emotion can be phrased in terms of
information and )although different) is on parity with other important concepts, such as
norms, perception and thought (Scheff 1992, cf. Bandura 1986, Kemper 1993).

A great deal of the reservation against economic approaches of behaviour relates not to the
basic dilemma of scarcity, but to the particular way this is expressed in terms of choice,
general utility, maximisation and rationality. Referring to Simon, economics has not simply
been the study of the allocation of scarce resources, it has been the study of the (sub-
stantially) rational allocation of scarce resources (H.A. Simon 1978, p. 2). Following Simon’s
line of thought, many of the doubts about the relevance of choice in behavioural science can
be disposed of if the specific sense of rationality assumed in economics is replaced with a
broader notion.

Consciousness, intentionality and calculation
The neo-classical variant of rationality requires a number of assumptions for defining a
preference ordering and mathematically modelling rational decision making )such as
reflexivity, completeness, transitivity, continuity and invariance) which imply the attendance
of cognitive activity. In addition to presuming the decision maker’s mental agency, the
rationality concept in economics is usually believed also to involve consciousness, inten-
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tionality and calculation, understandings which are shared with many other interpretations
of rationality and decision making. Thus, Weber included consciousness, purpose and
calculability of means and procedures (whatever the end pursued) in his versions of rationality
(Weber 1949, 1968, cf. Hindess 1987, H.A. Simon 1964, Webel 1976). In the psychological
decision theories of Ajzen and Fishbein, intentions and planned behaviour occupy a central
position (Ajzen 1991, Ajzen and Fishbein 1980). Schutz, one of the main founders of
interpretive sociology, explicitly characterised everyday behaviour as planned and deliberate
in the sense of the anticipation of goals (Esser 1993, p. 22). Generally, according to Elster,
rationality is understood as a variety of intentionality: “for something to be rational, it has
to be within the scope of conscious, deliberate action or reflection” (Elster 1990, p. 23). This
position is widely used to refute the concept of rationality, or discard it as irrelevant for
understanding everyday behaviour. Much behaviour is considered to eschew these
characteristics and therefore the decision maker cannot be seen as a rational agent.
On closer consideration most approaches in fact accept the postulate of mental agency, but
they qualify the specifications of consciousness, intentionality and calculation. There is
evidence that people dislike calculation effort (Leibenstein 1980, p. 75) and even actually
resist it (Collins 1993a, p. 63). Mental frameworks, normative considerations, emotions,
pleasurable inner states and understanding of instrumental relations enter importantly into
the (cognitive) explanation of behaviour, but not necessarily as conscious elements (Collins
1981, Elster 1983b, Etzioni 1992, Kuhl 1986, Rokeach 1973). Accordingly, the psycho-
logical choice model of Fishbein and Ajzen suggests that cognition is involved, but without
necessarily being accessible by explicit introspection:

“[...] we do not mean to imply that prior to each and every action, people systematically
scrutinize the determinants of their behavior. Rather, we view the processes involved as largely
automatic or implicit, and only in rare cases do we become fully aware of these processes”

(Ajzen and Fishbein 1980, p. 245).

Similarly for the economic approach, Becker states that:

“[it] does not assume that [people] are necessarily conscious of their efforts to maximize, or
can verbalize or otherwise describe in an informative way the reasons for the systematic
patterns of their behavior” (G.S. Becker 1976, p. 7)

.
Leibenstein therefore enhanced economic choice theory with the idea of perceiving
purposiveness and calculation as a variable, rather than a given (Leibenstein 1980, cf. Etzioni
1992, Janis and Mann 1977). The real issue then is no longer whether agents should be seen
as rational, but whether their rationality should be portrayed exclusively as the conscious
maximisation of an explicit objective within the constraints of well-defined alternatives
(Langlois 1986b, p. 6, Janis and Mann 1977, p. 23, Rutherford 1988, p. 37, H.A. Simon 1978,
p. 2). Given the study’s purpose of understanding behaviour )rather than the understanding
of rational behaviour in a narrow sense) the broader sense of rationality is more appropriate.
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The judgement that certain behaviour is substantively rational )that is, represents the optimal
alternative for achieving some objective) can be reached only by viewing the behaviour in
the context of given options and goals. In the neo-classical approach these aspects are
believed to be obtainable while refraining from any direct investigation into the actor’s
representation of this context. The concept of utility is assumed to comprise all the ends
pursued by the actor and the options are presumed to depend on the conditions and
constraints )such as availability, prices, time and income) imposed by the environment. In
more recent versions of micro-economic theory, uncertainty, ignorance, information costs,
and mutual expectations are also incorporated into the contextual constraints. Under the
assumption of substantive rationality, people’s goals can thus be inferred from their actual
behaviour. As Sen (1986) remarked, this in fact blends the decision act with the preference
that informs it. The underlying notion of revealed preference tends to give the economic
interpretation of rationality a functionalist twist: without any reference to the actor’s
perspective, the manifested outcomes of decisions are considered to have served his goals
within the prevailing conditions and constraints (cf. Lea et al., 1987, p. 104). Assuming utility
maximisation as people’s overarching goal, behaviour then becomes determined by the
characteristics of the environment. Any change in behaviour is considered to be directly
related to a variation in these external conditions and constraints.

In this line of thinking no information or understanding about the actor’s internal represen-
tation is needed and analysis can seemingly refrain from any psychological consideration about
decision making beyond the postulate of substantive rationality and the assumption that people
can subsume all matters of motivation under the cardinal measure of utility. Since traditional
neo-classical economics treats the preferences underlying utility as if they are fixed (Stigler
and Becker 1977) and the factors that determine a person’s behaviour as entirely external
to him, Homo Economicus is in fact a deterministic model of man. The discipline’s focus on
behavioural outcomes rather than on the processes by which they are accomplished, minimises
the agent’s role in decision making (cf. Hogarth and Reder 1987, H.A. Simon 1978, Lea et
al., 1987). The standard economic model of man therefore does not represent the human
being who influences his or her behaviour by means of the subjective interpretation of the
decision frame.

2.4.4. Bounded and contextual rationality

The rationality of behaviour can only be assessed against the goals and the opportunities and
constraints in the decision context. These conditions and constraints may be objective
characteristics of the environment, they may be perceived characteristics or they may be
characteristics of the decision makers themselves. Similarly, the goals may be the goals of
the actor, the goals of a social system or the goals imputed by the observer (H.A. Simon 1964,
p. 405). In the original neo-classical approach the actor’s decision context is presumed to
be consistent with an objective world (H.A. Simon 1987, p. 26). And the values of all
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objectively available alternatives are measured in terms of their overall utility, incorporating
all possible objectives of the individual. In this economic perspective the decision maker
evokes the image of omniscience and perfect accuracy (cf. Hollis and Nell 1975, p. 54). The
question is whether the objective alternatives of the real world (or the kind and number that
the external observer perceives) correspond with what the decision maker concedes in his
considerations; and whether the preferences inferred by the observer from performed
behaviour correspond with the purposes that drove the actor to the act. Especially in complex
situations there is likely to be a considerable gap between the real environment and the
environment as the actor perceives it.
Simon has powerfully argued that in a realistic account human choice is seen not in terms
of grand maximising behaviour, but as a series of particular decisions, not fully integrated
with each other, but taken in situations of partial information and based on limited reflection.
His argument for bounded rationality rests on the limitations of the individual’s computational
capacity in relation to the complexity of the world and the size of the problems whose solution
is required for objective rationality (H.A. Simon 1957, 1978, 1979a, see also Arrow 1987).
This argument falls back partly on Miller’s seminal contribution to cognitive psychology about
the ‘the magical number seven’ (G. Miller 1956). Based on behavioural experiments, Miller
concluded that people’s information-processing capacity is restricted to seven (plus or minus
two) pieces of information at one moment in time. To another extent the notion of bounded
rationality may be related to people’s inclination to avoid mental efforts associated with
conscious consideration and calculation (cf. Collins 1993a, Etzioni 1992, Janis and Mann
1977, Leibenstein 1980). The concept of bounded rationality recognises that behaviour is
rational not with respect to the richness of the objective world and the full meaning of life,
but with respect to a simplified and cognitively manageable model of reality. As a
consequence, the principle of maximisation cannot be maintained, but must be replaced by
that of ‘satisficing’: people opt for solutions that are ‘good enough’ without the assurance
that they represent the best ones (H.A. Simon 1957, p. 204).
Another consequence is that in order to understand or predict people’s behaviour, we must
specify this subjective representation of the agents’ means-end framework or, to use Popper’s
terminology, the subject’s situational logic. This, in turn, requires a theory that articulates
the principles of attention, perception and judgement as part of the choice process (Nelson
and Winter 1982, H.A. Simon 1987). One attempt in this respect is provided by Kahneman
and Tversky’s prospect theory. Their concept of ‘framing’ is entirely consistent with Simon’s
bounded rationality (Kahneman and Tversky 1990). Moreover, If it is accepted that people
act on some subjective model of means and ends, it is then legitimate to ask where these
frameworks come from (Brennan 1990, p. 53, Elster 1983a, p. 75, Friedman et al., 1994,
p. 380, Leibenstein 1982, p. 38, cf. Easterlin 1975, De Jong and Fawcett 1981).
Simon originally developed the notion of bounded rationality to analyse individual behaviour
within the contexts of organisations and firms. He pointed at the correspondence between
the individuals’ subjective models of reality and the structure of the corporate environment.
Similarly, cognitive approaches in sociology and anthropology acknowledge the relation
between people’s considerations in terms of goals, options, rules, strategies and meaning,
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and their position in the socio-cultural environment (e.g. Berger and Luckmann 1966, Burns
and Flam 1987, D’Andrade 1984, Langlois 1986c). They emphasise the importance of context
as a commonly shared and sanctioned knowledge about the world. This means that, to quote
a prominent economist, “rationality is not a property of the individual alone, it gathers its
force, and its very meaning from the social context in which it is embedded” (Arrow 1987,
p. 201). March advanced the term ‘contextual rationality’ to emphasise the extent to which
choice behaviour is embedded in a complex of various claims on the individuals’ attention
and on the structures of social and cognitive relations (March 1978, p. 36). This leads to the
need, as Levi and Cook argue, to develop a theory of choice that includes the context of
decisions as well as the decisions themselves, while acknowledging the actors’ cognitive
limitations (Levi and Cook 1990, p. 8).

2.4.5. Procedural rationality

If we accept the propositions of bounded rationality and the distinction between the real world
and the decision maker’s perception of it, then choice theory must include not only the
selective substance of considerations, but also the processes that generate the actor’s
subjective representation of a decision problem. In other words, theory must explain how
particular aspects of reality, rather than other aspects, come to the decision maker’s attention,
how the formation and ordering of preferences emerge and how reasoning processes are
applied to draw out the consequences of such representations (cf. H.A. Simon 1978, p. 12,
1987, p. 27). Thus the replacement of objective substantive rationality by the concept of
bounded rationality also implies the acknowledgement of Simon’s ‘procedural rationality’,
which refers to the processes that generate the actor’s subjective representation of a decision
problem.
The conceptualisation of such processes and strategies is directly related to notions of
learning, heuristic reasoning and attention. The understanding of procedural rationality is
foremost the result of research in artificial intelligence and cognitive branches of psychology
and sociology. But in micro economics too, Simon’s concepts of bounded and procedural
rationality have been widely referred to and the underlying notions of routines, rules of thumb
and heuristics (e.g. Arrow 1984, Earl 1986, Leibenstein 1980, Nelson and Winter 1982,
O’Driscoll and Rizzo 1985), and learning (e.g. Arrow 1994, North 1994, Rutherford 1988,
Wiseman 1991) are already seeping into the economic literature. Indeed, a large number of
social scientists observe or expect a rapprochement between economics and the other social
sciences (cf. Cook and Levi 1990, Earl 1990, Hahn 1991, Hirsch 1990, Hogarth and Reder
1987, Keizer and Soeters 1987 a, Langlois 1986b, Lindenberg 1990a, 1990b, Plott 1991,
Siegers 1991, Stiglitz 1991).
The introduction of procedural rationality may be perceived as having three major implications
for the concept of choice. One is that it involves the introduction of a dynamic perspective
to decision making and behaviour. Choice situations are not ‘givens’ for decision makers,
they are outcomes of processes in which choice situations are attended and mentally
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constructed in terms of options, constraints and goals. These mental constructions are
continuously modified on the basis of social change and individual development. Although
Simon did not devote much time to processes involved in such learning, he explicitly
mentioned it as the main feature of procedural rationality (H.A. Simon 1978, p. 8, 1987, p.
39). Others, however, built their dynamic interpretation of rationality and choice on more
elaborate and advanced versions of social learning theory. In this way, for instance, North
adds the dimension of time in the promising approach of institutional and evolutionary
economics (cf. North 1994).

As a second implication, procedural rationality embeds choice in the broader social and
historical context of networks, peer groups and social institutions through learning processes.
Anchoring the decision making perspective into the broader field of human cognition, relieves
man the decision maker from much of its alleged voluntaristic and decontextualised image
(cf. Hargreaves Heap 1992).
A third consequence of the acceptance of procedural rationality involves a shift of methods
of research and analysis. Investigations about learning, rules and heuristics call for empirical
inquiry at the microlevel: detailed studies of decision makers engaged in the task of choice.
They are not questions easily answered by even the most sophisticated analysis of aggregate
data. Understanding the processes calls for the observation of these processes directly, while
they are going on, and for interrogation of the decision makers about their beliefs,
expectations, and methods of calculation and reasoning (H.A. Simon 1987, p. 27).

2.4.6. Expressive rationality: aiming at moving targets

A last, and perhaps most elusive, notion of rationality considered here is that of ‘expressive
rationality’, a label coined by Hargreaves Heap (cf. Hargreaves Heap 1992). It has the
dynamic feature in common with procedural rationality. But whereas procedural rationality
focuses on the processes that generate and change decision makers’ means-ends framework,
and more on the means than on the ends, expressive rationality questions the very plausibility
of people always being capable of expressing their goals (e.g. March 1978). People are often
not sure what they should value in themselves, which makes choice a formidable and perhaps
unresolvable task. Hargreaves Heap (1992, p. 22) portrayed the problem as ‘making sense
of the self’, while Jeffry referred in economic jargon more narrowly to the establishment of
‘preferences among preferences’ (Jeffry 1974). The underlying model of man is clearly in
line with Mead’s symbolic interactionist interpretation of ‘the self’ as a creative and self-
interactive being (Mead 1934).
The notion of expressive rationality is thus closely linked to the profoundly human capacity
for reflection. Humans have goals or preferences just as animals may be perceived as having
goals or preferences. The point of expressive rationality is that human beings, unlike animals,
have higher-order preferences: they can be aware of their goals in a self-conscious way. Goals
may be disliked or valued for their inner aesthetic beauty or moral power and therefore can
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be sought after or avoided. In the expressive rational perspective, goals themselves become
the subject of evaluation and choice (Hargreaves Heap 1992, Jeffry 1974).
Expressive rationality is echoed in Weber’s discussion about ‘value rationality’, as opposed
to ‘instrumental rationality’, referring to the “conscious belief in the absolute value of some
ethical, aesthetic, religious, or other form of behaviour” (Weber 1968, pp. 24-25). In various
other manifestations expressive rationality is encountered in behavioural sciences, particularly
in psychology. Thus Freud’s distinction between ‘Id’ and ‘Superego’, the perceived
discrepancies underlying Festinger’s cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger 1957, cf. Fishbein
and Ajzen 1975, p. 42), Bell’s regret and disappointment theories (Bell 1982, 1985) and
Kelly’s personal construct theory (Kelly 1955) can be interpreted in terms of the uncertainty
and inner conflict associated with goal articulation and expressive rationality. Several such
psychological perspectives have appeared in the economic literature. Festinger’s cognitive
dissonance can be found in the formal economic model of Akerlof and Dickens (1982);
Leibenstein (1980) was clearly inspired by Freudian concepts; and Kelly’s thesis informed
the work of Earl (1986). Sen’s article on ‘Rational fools’ takes up Jeffry’s philosophical line
of thinking and similarly argues for considering ‘rankings of preference rankings’ (Sen 1979,
p. 103). Lastly, Elster should be mentioned, as he advocates the notion of adaptive preference
formation in his broad theory of individual rationality (Elster 1983b). Moreover, he elaborates
the interesting viewpoint that the preferences underlying people’s choice may be shaped by
constraints.
The element shared by all these perspectives is the internal conflict and uncertainty articulated
in the existential question ‘What type of goals should I have?’ (Bohman 1992, p. 218,
Hargreaves Heap 1992, p. 24). This reflexity allows an agent to value and choose the goal
or measure (moral, ethical, emotional) by which behaviour is judged. In this perspective,
inconsistent objectives need not a priori be taken as evidence of irrationality. Rather, as
Hargreaves Heap (1992) argues, they should be judged in the light of a broader type of
rationality which embodies people’s self-reflective and creative qualities (cf. Earl 1986, p.
142). Indeed, these expressive aspects of humanity might be considered a source of ideational
and social change. But the acknowledgement of this type of rationality is clearly )to use
Elster’s (1983b) expression) subversive to the standard notion of substantive rationality.

2.5. Conclusion

The aim to contribute to a better explanation and understanding of fertility emphasises the
requirement to articulate the nature of the human being whose behaviour we try to understand
and the causal mechanisms that generate the subject we want to explain. Given these aims
and requirements, a micro perspective is considered the most appropriate approach. This
perspective takes individual behaviour as the principal tool for understanding demographic
phenomena. However, individual behaviour must be conceptualised in the broader setting
of context, time and the general notion of a demographic model of man. The primary
challenge then is how these components, and the processes involved, should be elaborated
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and represented in an integrated framework for the interpretation of fertility. This chapter
provides the outlines of the effort to deal with this challenge.

The present study suggests that at a meta-theoretical level the concept of information can
provide a ruling perspective for the different components of the fertility framework. In such
a cognitively flavoured perspective, context will be interpreted in terms of an institutionally
structured universe of information. Choice theory will be employed to assess the central role
of individual behaviour in the model. A dynamic perspective will be introduced into the
conceptual scheme through a learning-theoretical interpretation of personal development and
institutional change. Chapters 4, 5 and 6 will elaborate these theoretical interpretations of
context, behaviour and personal development.
In the microperspective adopted in this study, choice theory takes a central position as a
conceptual device for the understanding of individual behaviour. The choice perspective is
intended to cover the full breadth of human behaviour and not to limit itself to explicit
decisions. Therefore, its conceptualisation abandons the narrow assumptions of substantive
rationality. Instead, it relies on a much broader and subjective notion of rationality, which
includes bounded, procedural and expressive interpretations. Here the concept of rationality
)and correspondingly that of choice) is largely rid of its connotations of omniscient,
calculating and voluntaristic individuals that sometimes obscure the debate on the relevance
of decision making theory. It involves the subjectivity, imperfections and limitations that affect
people’s decisions and performance. Moreover, a broad interpretation of rationality attributes
significance to the environment of decision making and to the process through which decisions
are realised, which allows for inconsistencies and changes in behaviour.
The strength of a broad perspective of rationality is not located in its contribution to
developing formal theories of behaviour; it lies in providing a realistic analytic starting point,
as it urges the quest for the individual’s rationality in their subjective representation of a
choice situation. Even if a broad rationality assumption is not able to cover specific behaviour,
this does not mean that it is not understandable. Where the limits of rationality are reached,
the concept can still provide a reference point to deal with behaviour under conditions of
irrationality or non-rationality (Elster 1983b, 1984, H.A. Simon 1979a, Stiglitz 1991).
Although widening the concept of rationality may produce a realistic description of behaviour
)and therefore better understanding) pushed to extremes it may undermine its own
explanatory power by becoming too permissive and turning the foundations of its analytical
cornerstones into liquefied sand (Albeda 1987, p. 223, Bohman 1992, p. 224, Hargreaves
Heap 1992, p. 23-24).

The identification of ‘choice’, ‘context’ and ‘time’ as the key concepts of the theoretical
framework provides the structure for the rest of this book. Each of these building blocks
forms the theme of the subsequent chapters. Together with the basic premises concerning
rationality, social embedment, motivation, mental agency, dynamic aspects and biological
factors, they also serve as reference points for the evaluation of fertility theories in Chapter 3.


