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What does it mean (for an individual/group) to be rational (or reasonable) as
opposed to irrational (or unreasonable)?
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Two criteria for assessing “reasonableness” of a selected option:

1. An option is feasible if it can be chosen, if it is possible for the decision
maker.

2. The desirability of an option is the degree to which the decision maker
wants it.
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Feasibility and Desirability

“It appears irrational to mix the two...there is a sharp distinction between
desirability and feasibility. By sharp distinction we mean not only that the
two can be told apart but also that they are causally independent; one does
not affect the other.”

I. Gilboa. Chapter 1 in Rational Choice. The MIT Press, 2010.
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Feasibility vs. Desirability

Aesop’s Fox: One hot summer’s day a Fox was strolling through the forest
and spotted a bunch of grapes hanging from a high branch.

“Just the thing to
quench my thirst,” said he. Taking a few steps back, the fox jumped and just
missed the hanging grapes. Again the fox took a few paces back, jumped, and
tried to reach them but still failed. Again and again he tried after the
tempting morsel. Finally, giving up, the fox turned up his nose and said,
“They’re probably sour anyway”, and walked away.

Groucho Marx’s Club: “I don’t care to belong to a club that accepts people
like me as members”
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Instrumental Rationality
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Instrumental Rationality

“The notion of instrumental rationality is a powerful and natural
one...

Instrumental rationality is within the intersection of all theories of
rationality (and perhaps nothing else is). In this sense, instrumental
rationality is the default theory, the theory that all discussants of rationality
can take for granted, whatever else they think. ... The question is whether it is
the whole of rationality.” (Nozick, pg. 133)

R. Nozick. The Nature of Rationality. Princeton University Press, 1993.
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What does it mean for a decision maker to be instrumentally rational?
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Definition I

Rationality as Effectiveness: Ann’s action α is instrumentally rational if, and
only if, Ann’s α-ing is an effective way for Ann to achieve her goal, desire, end
or taste, G.

Bob checks the forecast on the local radio, weather.com and the local
newspaper. They all concur that it will be a gorgeous day. So, Bob leaves
without an umbrella and gets soaked in a freak rainstorm.

Charles never checks weather reports, but does consult his Ouiji board. On
the day that Bob got soaked, Charles’ Ouiji board told him to take an
umbrella, so he stayed dry.
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Definition II

Subjective Rationality: Ann’s choice of α is rational iff when she chooses α:
(1) her choice was based on her beliefs (B) and (2) if B were true, then α would
be an effective way to achieve her goals, desires, tastes, etc.

Is Bob rational according to the above definition?

Is Charles action deemed irrational according to the above definition?
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Definition

Instrumental Rationality: Ann’s action α is instrumentally rational iff Ann
chooses α because she soundly believes it is the best prospect to achieve her
goals, desires, tastes, etc.

What constraints should be placed on reasonable beliefs that underlie a
rational choice?
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