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INTRODUCTION

The claim that individuals always behave rationally with 
many so­cial the­o­rists is mo­re than an as­sump­tion. In the 
economic literature, this claim is considered an axiom (an 
assumption that is not proven). The assumption or the axi­
om of rationality implies: 1) that the actors know very well 
what is in their best interest, and 2) that they must act ratio­
nally if they want to optimize well-being (12).
Both advo­ca­tes and cri­tics of the ra­ti­o­nal cho­i­ce the­ory 

point out that it is psychological, individualistic, and reduc­
ti­o­nist. It is psycho­lo­gi­cal be­ca­u­se it ex­pla­ins the ac­ti­ons of 
the ac­tors ba­sed on the­ir men­tal sta­te. It is in­di­vi­du­a­li­stic, 
be­ca­u­se it ap­pli­es to the be­ha­vi­or of in­di­vi­dual ac­tors. So­cial 
groups and institutions are observed exclusively as aggrega­
tes made up of individuals. From this, it could be concluded 
that rational choice theory is reductionist, too (9,16).

Rational choice theory is strongly criticized. Probably the 
most serious critic is that the models, built on the assump­
tion of the existence of rational actors who maximize perso­
nal utility, are unable to explain some of the more important 
aspects of human behavior. The conviction that everything 
about human behavior can be explained based on the simple 
assumptions about the rationality of human behavior is sci­
en­ti­fi­cally un­pro­va­ble (in­con­clu­si­ve) and in con­trast to the 
big part of what we know and notice regarding the indi­
vi­du­als – is the su­bject of nu­me­ro­us de­ba­tes. It is true that 
individuals often rational behavior. The claim that individu­
als always demonstrate completely rational or optimizing 
be­ha­vi­or has no em­pi­ri­cal con­fir­ma­tion (8).

The advocates of rational choice theory are aware of 
the shortcomings of this theory. Nevertheless, despite sub­
stantiated criticism, a rational choice is one of the inevita­
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ble and po­pu­lar analyti­cal to­ols. One of the re­a­sons for such 
superiority is that rational choices create the impression that 

we are clo­ser to putting so­cial sci­en­ces at the sa­me 
analytical level as natural sciences. The predictive 
power of economic models based on rational choi­
ce enables social theoreticians to mimic some of the 
most valuable skills of researchers in natural scien­
ce. This makes rational choice theory a very power­

ful and useful tool (37).
This pa­per has three parts. The first sec­tion gi­ves ba­sic in­for­

mation on rational choice theory: historical development, cha­
rac­te­ri­stics, as­sump­ti­ons of ra­ti­o­nal cho­i­ce the­ory, etc. In the 
second section, rational choice schools are exhibited. These are: 
Chi­ca­go School, Vir­gi­nia School and pu­blic cho­i­ce the­ory. In 
the third part, the problems, that are detected during the ap­
plication of rational choice theory in contemporary directions 
of economic science, are placed in the foreground. The analysis 
of the limitations of rational choice theory is organized around 
fo­ur the­mes: the “de­ath” of ho­mo eco­no­mi­cus, the “col­lap­se” 
of the assumptions about the exclusivity of economic motiva­
tion and ego­ism, the “col­lap­se” of the as­sump­ti­ons abo­ut fi­xed 
ta­stes and pre­fe­ren­ces and the “crash” of the con­cept of per­fect 
rationality.

THE ASSUMPTIONS OF THE RATIONAL 
CHOICE THEORY

The consequences of choosing between alternative encourage 
sci­en­tists to cre­a­te the­o­ri­es of ra­ti­o­nal de­ci­sion-ma­king. By the 
20th cen­tury, the­re was a re­la­ti­vely small num­ber of the­o­ri­
es with such a con­cep­tual su­bject of re­se­arch. This “pic­tu­re” 
was ra­di­cally chan­ged in the 20th cen­tury, when the first ra­ti­
o­nal be­ha­vi­or mo­dels ap­pe­a­red, firstly, in the­ory of ope­ra­ti­o­
nal research, and then in rational choice theory (38). Rational 
choice theory deals with rational human behavior. The basic 
assumptions of rational choice theory can be summarized as 
following way.

Maximizing the expected value of an action 
(or rational behavior assumption)

According to his individual assessment, the rational actor 
chooses only the action that has the maximum value among the 
options that he considers feasible, possible, or probable (18). 
Re­gar­dless of spe­ci­fics of con­di­tion in which de­ci­si­ons are ma­
de, a rational individual has an enviable amount and quality of 
information about actions (23).

Rational choices create the impression 
that we are closer to putting social 

sciences at the same analytical level as 
natural sciences.
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Consequentialism

Any assessment of the value of the action (that individuals cho­
ose), relevant to the decision-making process, can be reduced to 
an assessment of the possible consequences of the action. The 
evaluation of the action is entirely determined by what the ac­
tor expects as the possible consequences of his own actions and 
what probability is assigned to the consequences? (18). 

Orientation to individual act (or individual act)

In the pro­cess of eva­lu­a­ting his ac­ti­ons, the ac­tor is ori­en­ted 
only to the expected consequences of a single act. This principle 
is closely linked to the principle of rationality introduced by 
Hartmut Kliemet. The principle of rationality indicates that a 
rational actor discriminates between those aspects of an action 
that can be ca­u­sally in­flu­en­ced by his own cho­i­ces and tho­se 
aspects that are beyond his choices. The principle of individual-
act orientation says that only the consequences of the action, 
on which the ac­tor can in­flu­en­ce his cho­i­ces, are re­le­vant to his 
decision. This implies that the properties of a certain behavior 
rule can be relevant to the extent that the realization of that rule 
in one act causes real consequences due to the properties of the 
observed behavior rule (14).

Conditions of rationality 

Perfect rational individuals must satisfy the conditions, such as: 
asymmetry, completeness, and transitivity. These conditions 
are called the conditions of rationality or conditions of logical 
consistency (23).

Asymmetry – For any two actions, x and y, it’s worth the 
following:
• 	 If we pre­fer x in re­la­tion to y, then we do not pre­fer y in 

relation to x.
As the immediate consequences of this relationship, the fol­

lowing features are obtained:
•	 If we pre­fer x in re­la­tion to y, then we are not in­diffe­rent 

between x and y.
•	 If we pre­fer x in re­la­tion to y, then we are not in­diffe­rent 

between x and y and between y and x.
In ot­her words, if we pre­fer swim­ming in re­la­tion to ae­ro­

bics, we cannot prefer aerobics in relation to swimming at the 
same time. Also, if we prefer to go to the sea in relation to the 
mo­un­tain, then we can­not be in­diffe­rent bet­we­en them. In the 
end, if we equally love Coca-Cola and orange juice, then we 
cannot prefer one of two drinks at the same time.

Completeness – For any two actions, x and y, or we prefer x 
in re­la­tion to y, or y in re­la­tion to x, or we are in­diffe­rent bet­we­



10

en them. The condition of completeness requires that indepen­
dent of the degree of similarity or diversity of actions we cho­
ose, we are always able to determine our preferences. Rational 
de­ci­sion-ma­king in ra­ti­o­nal cho­i­ce the­ory im­pli­es effi ­ci­ency, 
i.e., it excludes indecision. Therefore, it should not happen that, 
when comparing actions x and y, neither we consider x in rela­
tion to y, neither we consider y in relation to x, nor we consider 
x and y equally good.

Transitivity – For any three actions x, y, z it is valid:
•	 If we pre­fer x in re­la­tion to y and y in re­la­tion to z, then 

we prefer x in relation to z.
•	 If we are in­diffe­rent bet­we­en x and y and are in­diffe­rent 
bet­we­en y and z, then we are in­diffe­rent and bet­we­en x 
and z.

As the direct consequences of these relations, the following 
features are obtained:
•	 If x is pre­fe­ra­ble to y and we are in­diffe­rent bet­we­en x 

and z, then we prefer z in relation to y.
•	 If we pre­fer x in re­la­tion to y and we are in­diffe­rent bet­

ween y and z, then we prefer x in relation to z.

Unlimited intelligence of actor

The followers of the rational choice theory assume that the ac­
tor has unlimited reasonable capacities for the rational and ob­
jec­ti­ve eva­lu­a­tion of the ava­i­la­ble al­ter­na­ti­ves. “Un­li­mi­ted” in 
this sense means that if there is a way of reasoning that leads to 
op­ti­mal re­sults, the ra­ti­o­nal ac­tor will use it wit­ho­ut sig­ni­fi­cant 
effort and cost (18).

RATIONAL CHOICES SCHOOLS IN 
ECONOMIC SCIENCE

To ma­ke the clas­si­fi­ca­tion of diffe­rent ra­ti­o­nal cho­i­ce scho­ols 
is complex process. They have their own approaches and areas 
of in­te­rest and, in ge­ne­ral, differ in the­ir vi­ew of the world. In 
this paper, we will concentrate on the most famous traditions 
of ra­ti­o­nal cho­i­ce. The­se are: the Chi­ca­go School, the Vir­gi­nia 
School, and pu­blic cho­i­ce the­ory. Re­pre­sen­ta­ti­ves of the first 
two schools mainly work in research centers - one located in Jef­
fer­son (Vir­gi­nia, USA), and the ot­her at Chi­ca­go Uni­ver­sity (34).
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Table 1. Classification of different rational choice schools

Rational Choice
Schools

Chicago
School

Virginia
School

Public Choice
Theory

Basic postulates

Self-regulating
market and optimal

choice within the
limits of given

constraints

Optimal choice
of restrictions
(economic and 

social rules
of the game)

Introducing social
welfare functions in

order to unify
preferences of

individual actors

Accent Market success Failure of politics Political success
or failure

Most famous
Representatives

Fridman, Kouz,
Stigler, Becker

Buckenen, Bush
Talok, Miler

Arow, Sen,
Elster

With the flow of ti­me, the diffe­ren­ces bet­we­en ra­ti­o­nal cho­i­ce 
scho­ols di­sap­pe­ar. In the bo­ok “Fun­da­men­tals of So­cial The­ory” 
by John Co­le­man, who lec­tu­red at the Chi­ca­go Uni­ver­sity from 
1973 un­til his de­ath in 1995, new ways of over­co­ming the old 
ri­va­lry bet­we­en the Chi­ca­go and Vir­gi­nia scho­ols we­re shown.

Chicago school is perhaps the most famous and the most re­
volutionary school of contemporary social sciences. The exact 
(or quantitative) method of this school has caused euphoria in 
most of its followers, as well as the hope of overco­
ming any uncertainty and non-functionality (ino­
pe­ra­bi­lity). On the ot­her hand, the con­cepts of the 
Chicago school were repeatedly criticized. Thus, 
are many known economists, such Douglas North, 
Robert Coase, Franco Modigliani, Aba Lerner, etc., left from the 
Chi­ca­go Uni­ver­sity.

As the basic characteristics of the Chicago school, we can 
distinguish: 

•	 the presence of exogenous, and naturally inborn mecha­
nisms - rational motives, preferences and intentions, that 
precisely direct individuals towards achieving their ma­
ximalist demands, and

•	 the idea that the market is unchangeable extra historical 
construction that works in all epochs with equal assump­
tions and results (38).

The theoretical platform of the Chicago school began to 
form in the mid-30s of the last cen­tury. At that ti­me, the cer­tain 
group of scientists gathered around Frank Knight. They were 
aimed to check their assumptions using mathematics. Milton 
Fre­ed­man, Hen­ri Vo­lis, and, la­ter, Gary Bec­ker we­re de­eply 
convinced of the necessity to use statistical data and technical 
methods of analysis. These scientists have largely been relea­
sed from the “shac­kles of mar­gi­nal co­urts”, stri­ving, in the­ir re­

So­ur­ce: (38)

Chicago school is perhaps the most 
famous and the most revolutionary 
school of contemporary social sciences.
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search, towards simple formal (quantitative) shaping of social 
and economic behavior.

The roots of this school are originated, that is probably not 
unu­sual, from Chi­ca­go Uni­ver­sity. Ja­mes Buc­ke­nen, the most 
typi­cal re­pre­sen­ta­ti­ve of the Vir­gi­nia School, de­fen­ded his dis­
sertation at this university in 1948, where he met Warren Nut­
ter. Ni­ne years la­ter, they we­re en­ga­ged at the Uni­ver­sity of 
Vir­gi­nia at the sa­me ti­me. He­re, Buc­ke­nen and Natter pro­vi­ded 
them­sel­ves fi­nan­cial and in­tel­lec­tual sup­port. Sci­en­ti­fic in­sti­tu­
te ti­tled “The Tho­mas Jeffer­son Cen­ter for Stu­di­es in Po­li­ti­cal 
Eco­nomy and So­cial Phi­lo­sophy” was fo­un­ded. For lec­tu­res, 
the Cen­ter has gat­he­red many well-known pro­fes­sors. In 1963, 
Ja­mes Buc­ke­nen and Gor­don Tul­lock or­ga­ni­zed the as­so­ci­a­tion 
“Pu­blic Cho­i­ce” and la­un­ched the jo­ur­nal “Pu­blic Cho­i­ce”. By 
the ar­ri­val of Bush, the Vir­gi­nia School sho­wed gre­a­ter ori­en­ta­
tion to the work of Thomas Hobbs (28).
In the pro­fes­si­o­nal li­te­ra­tu­re, “vi­ews at the world” of the 

Vir­gi­nia school are usu­ally sum­ma­ri­zed in the fol­lo­wing ways:
•	 Si­mi­lar to the Chi­ca­go school, the Vir­gi­nia school was 

gathered around hypothesis that the policy is set of ra­
ti­o­nal in­di­vi­du­als which con­flict the­ir ra­ti­o­nal thin­king. 
Thus, the logic of the market exchange process in slightly 
altered form was acceptable for the analysis of the politi­
cal markets.

•	 Un­li­ke Chi­ca­go School, which ma­inly fo­cu­ses on mar­ket 
suc­ces­ses, the Vir­gi­nia School re­cog­ni­zes ex­clu­si­vely the 
instability or failure of politics and political actions.

•	 At the time when positive-descriptive course was preva­
i­led in the Chi­ca­go School, the Vir­gi­nia school was cha­
racterized by normative-ethical orientation (38).

The Chi­ca­go School pre­su­mes per­fect or al­most per­fect fun­
ctioning of the market (including the political market). The re­
sult is that managers and workers, politicians and voters, go­
vernment and bureaucracy obtain, at the same time, the neces­
sary information in the decision-making process. Due to this 
du­a­lity, but al­so the ap­pa­rent un­re­a­li­stic of the Chi­ca­go School 
assumption on the perfect information of individual actors, the 
terms “prin­ci­pal” and “agent” are in­tro­du­ced, and the lack of 
in­for­ma­tion bet­we­en in­di­vi­dual ac­tors is cal­led the “prin­ci­pal-
agent” pro­blem. And exactly to this pro­blem, re­pre­sen­ta­ti­ves of 
the Vir­gi­nia school de­vo­ted many works.
Ja­mes Buc­ha­nan, the le­a­ding re­pre­sen­ta­ti­ve of the Vir­gi­

nia School of Ra­ti­o­nal Cho­i­ces, nur­tu­red the li­be­ral tra­di­tion 
of normative theory rational choice. He developed the theory 
of con­sti­tu­ti­o­nal cho­i­ce, and abo­ut its es­sen­ce said: “The con­
sti­tu­ti­o­nal eco­no­mic analysis attempts to ex­pla­in the na­tu­re 
of alternative legislative codes, institutional constitutional ru­
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les that limit the choice and activities of economic subjects and 
po­li­ti­ci­ans” (38). The idea of in­sti­tu­ti­o­nal con­stra­ints of cho­i­ce, 
which is in contrary with the idea of optimal choice under the 
con­di­ti­ons of the de­fi­ned re­stric­ti­ons, be­longs to Viksl. That is 
why his important ideas were not noticed within neoclassical 
the­ory, but the Vir­gi­nia school sho­wed gre­at in­te­rest in such 
theses and views on the world.

The advocates of public choice theory are active in many 
co­un­tri­es – from the Uni­ver­sity of Oslo (Jon El­ster) to Ox­ford 
(Amar­tia Sen), from Ca­li­for­nia to Chi­ca­go (al­so Jon El­ster). It 
can be said that they are uni­ted them by “in­vi­si­ble uni­ve­r­sity” 
and that they represent one direction of social thought.

The public choice theory is created to consistently explains 
the be­ha­vi­or of a par­ti­cu­lar gro­up of in­di­vi­du­als. It is ba­sed 
on the assumption that subjects are rational individuals who 
respond to incentives (exogenous options). The main goal of 
public choice theory is the search for the function of social well-
being that would, in the best way, express the interests of a 
group of individuals. The idea of the general welfare function 
was first pre­sen­ted by Adam Berg­ston. Ac­cor­ding to Berg­ston, 
it is based not on the assumption that subjects, me­
eting with a number of options, make schedule of 
preferences. However, it is not possible, at the level 
of society, to establish a hierarchy or schedule of in­
dividual preferences that would satisfy some mini­
mum con­di­ti­ons. La­ter, this opi­nion fo­und its con­fir­ma­tion as 
the the­o­rem of im­pos­si­bi­lity. In con­nec­tion with this the­o­rem, 
it sho­uld be said that Rus­sian the­o­rist Bo­ris Mir­kin sho­wed that 
in the weak formulation of assumptions about individual pre­
ferences, the rule of majority is not transitive (36).

The impossibility theory analyzes certain shortcomings in 
the de­moc­ra­tic vo­ting pro­ce­du­re, the first be­ing spo­ken by 
French mathematician and philosopher Marquis de Condorset 
(1743-1794). Such pro­blem is known as Con­dor­set’s Pa­ra­dox. 
What is this about? - the question arises. Let us consider the 
cyclic struc­tu­res of the pre­fe­ren­ce of the three per­sons: Sa­va: A 
> B > C, Jo­van: B > C > A and Fi­lip: C > A > B, which can be il­lu­
strated with the following table.

Table 2. Cyclic structure of the preference of Sava, Jovan, and Filip

Filip Sava Jovan
  C   A    B
  A   B    C
  B   C    A

                                                                          So­ur­ce:(36)

In a de­moc­ra­tic de­ci­sion-ma­king pro­cess, A will win with 
66% of the vo­te in re­la­tion to B, B will win 66% of the vo­te in 

The public choice theory is created to 
consistently explains the behavior of 
a particular group of individuals.
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re­la­tion to C, and fi­nally, C will be in fa­vor for 66% of vo­tes 
in relation to A. Any alternative cannot be voted on. This is a 
di­sa­dvan­ta­ge of the ma­jo­rity ru­le. Si­mi­larly, the vo­ting or­ga­
nizer can ask the question like this: who gives priority to the 
first va­ri­ant in re­la­tion to anot­her? (A or B). Ac­cor­ding to the 
logic of transitivity, the organizer of the choice can conclude 
that the first al­ter­na­ti­ve is better than the ot­her (sin­ce Sa­va and 
Fi­lip pre­fer A, then A> B), and the third is better than the first 
(sin­ce Jo­van and Fi­lip pre­fer C in re­la­tion to A). In the end, it 
tur­ned out that the se­cond is better than the third (when we 
com­pa­re B and C, the win­ner is B), that the or­ga­ni­zer re­turns to 
the beginning. The conclusion is that there is no social (group) 
choice, because the social choice is always circulating between 
the offe­red al­ter­na­ti­ves.

THE COLLAPSE OF RATIONAL CHOICE THEORY 
OF IN MODERN ECONOMICS

Rational choice theory has changed dramatically in the last few 
de­ca­des. It was mu­ta­ting from the ex­pec­ted met­ho­do­lo­gi­cal pa­
na­cea (uni­ver­sal “re­medy”) of all so­cial sci­en­ces in­to the the­o­
re­ti­cal di­rec­tion that suffe­red col­lap­se or cri­sis in its “ho­me”, 
i.e., in most mo­dern di­rec­ti­ons of eco­no­mic the­ory. Ex­pan­ded 
out­si­de the eco­no­mics, ra­ti­o­nal cho­i­ce the­ory is de­fi­ned as uni­
versal, comprehensive economic approach to human behavior, 
and economic model and analysis of social action and social 
environment, including economic policy and religion.

The followers of rational choice theory claim that this the­
ory, in some way, involves explanations and predicts practically 
everything un­der the “sun”, le­a­ving not­hing beyond its eco­no­
mic model and approach. Rational choice theory is interpreted 
and re­pre­sen­ted as so­me kind of “sa­vi­or” – uni­ver­sal, uni­que pa­
radigm and method of sociology (3), philosophy, political science 
(20), and prac­ti­cally, of all so­cial sci­en­ces, and not just eco­no­mics 
(26). Such tre­at­ment has en­co­u­ra­ged and led to va­ri­o­us mis­si­
ons or attempts to sa­ve so­cial sci­en­ces by it­self, by re­con­struc­ting 
the abo­ve sci­en­ces using mo­del or “ima­ge” of a ort­ho­dox eco­no­
mics based on neoclassical paradigm rationality (or rational cho­
ice theory) with the assumption of maximizing the usefulness 

(or pro­fit) em­bo­died in ho­mo eco­no­mi­cus (7,10). This 
tendency implies deliberative or thoughtful and con­
tinuous application of the instruments of the rational 
choice theory in other social sciences. Nevertheless, 
in­ter­pre­ting ra­ti­o­nal cho­i­ce the­ory as the only “sa­vi­
or“ and “uni­ver­sal re­medy” of all so­cial sci­en­ces is 

too good to be true, even for the economics itself.

Interpreting rational choice theory as 
the “universal remedy” of all social 

sciences is too good to be true, even for 
the economics itself.
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Rational choice theory can be considered, to quote one of 
the early critics of this theory John Maynard Keynes, the kind 
of “drug” that cu­res the di­se­a­se by kil­ling a pa­ti­ent (13). Ac­cor­
ding to Keynes, mentioned theory disables the further develop­
ment of social sciences, including the economy itself, excluding 
deeper or more complex explanations of economic, social, poli­
ti­cal, and ot­her pro­ces­ses (15, 22, 24, 33).
It se­ems that the­re are no lon­ger exist such things as uni­

que and irrefutable theories and universal economic models 
and approaches and, consequently, rational choice theory, as 
de­fi­ned, ex­po­sed, and ge­ne­ra­li­zed by sup­por­ters of the neo­c­
las­si­cal eco­no­mics. In­stead, it se­ems that ra­ti­o­nal cho­i­ce the­ory 
will be incorporated into deeper approach that insists on non-
eco­no­mic and non-pro­fit mo­ti­ves for eco­no­mic ac­ti­ons such as 
emo­ti­ons, fe­e­lings, wrong be­li­efs and the li­ke. In this sen­se, the 
rational choice theory, i.e. the neoclassical paradigm of rationa­
lity di­sap­pe­ars or is for­gotten as the ex­clu­si­ve or the do­mi­nant 
paradigm in the neoclassical economics (17).

There are many examples or indicators that indicate that 
ra­ti­o­nal cho­i­ce the­ory has ex­pe­ri­en­ced so­me kind of “bre­ak­
down” in the neo­c­las­si­cal eco­no­mics over the past de­ca­des due 
to its inability to adequately describe and explain the functi­
o­ning of the mar­ket and the eco­nomy. The first and the main 
in­di­ca­tor of the ra­ti­o­nal cho­i­ce the­ory “bre­ak­down” in mo­dern 
directions of economic theory is probably what can be diagno­
sed as the “cri­sis” of the con­cept of ho­mo eco­no­mi­cus. Anot­her 
in­di­ca­tor of the “bre­ak­down” of ra­ti­o­nal cho­i­ce the­ory in neo­
classics is the refutation of the assumption of the exclusivity 
of economic motivation and universal egoism, as well as the 
in­cre­a­sing ap­pli­ca­tion and affi r­ma­tion of the mo­del of com­plex 
intrinsic-extrinsic motivation. The third example or indicator of 
“bre­ak­down” of ra­ti­o­nal cho­i­ce the­ory in the neo­c­las­si­cal eco­
no­mics is the “fa­i­lu­re” of the as­sump­tion of fi­xed or un­chan­ged 
tastes and preferences that led to the application of alternati­
ve concept of socio-cultural variations and determinants which 
are increasingly recognized and increasingly used in contem­
po­rary eco­no­mic sci­en­ce. The fo­urth in­di­ca­tor of “fa­i­lu­re” of 
ra­ti­o­nal cho­i­ce the­ory is the dra­stic mo­di­fi­ca­tion of the as­sump­
tion of the perfect or unlimited rationality of economic actors 
and its replacement with the theory of limited rationality.

MODIFYING THE CONCEPT OF 
HOMO ECONOMICUS

A key proof of the failure of rational choice theory in modern 
di­rec­ti­ons of eco­no­mic sci­en­ce is the “end” or dra­stic mo­di­fi­ca­
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tion of the interpretation of the homo economicus of neoclas­
sical economy as perfectly rational, fully materialistic, egoistic, 
and cal­cu­la­ted ac­tor. In this re­spect, ho­mo eco­no­mi­cus has be­
come the main cause or indicator of the breakdown of rational 
choice theory in the modern economy, which promotes (pre­
dicts) it. Yet it must be said that the “de­ath” of ho­mo eco­no­
micus in the neoclassical economics is not entirely unexpected 
and un­for­tu­na­te event. Na­mely, Schum­pe­ter po­in­ted out that 
even Alfred Marshall, mentioned as the leading representati­
ve of the neoclassical economicus, has obviously rejected the 
idea of man as rational, autonomous homo economicus who 
has only one goal, and that is to re­a­li­ze a pro­fit. Al­so, the sa­me 
the­o­rist po­in­ted out that Vil­fre­do Pa­re­to pro­po­sed the sub­sti­
tution of homo economicus with homo religious, homo ero­
ticus, and related irrational actors, (who are) encouraged by 
feelings or emotions (4). Most areas outside the neoclassical 
economicus directly rejected and replaced the concept of homo 
economicus with more realistic and more complex concepts of 
behavior of economic actors which conditioned by socio-eco­
nomic conditions (1,24).
So­me the­o­re­ti­ci­ans cla­im that in­di­vi­dual in the ca­pi­ta­list 

world is not a homo economicus, but rather a far more com­
plex be­ing [i.e.]. ho­mo re­a­li­sti­cus (5). Si­mi­larly, 
some theorists argue that homo economicus is an 
empirical non-entity in societies in which the ca­
nonical model of pro-individual orientated actor 
which ma­xi­mi­zes uti­lity or pro­fit is syste­ma­ti­cally 
disrupted. There are predictions that homo econo­

micus will evolve into homo sapiens, having in mind the fact 
that the formation of descriptive economic models on a more 
realistic conception of actors increases their explanatory and 
prognostic power. Moreover, various contemporary directions 
in economic theory are increasingly emphasizing that irratio­
nal and pseudo-rational elements dominate or oppose rational 
ac­tors and are usu­ally ob­vi­o­us and sig­ni­fi­cant in so­ci­ety, in­clu­
ding markets (1,7,32).
And whi­le as ho­mo eco­no­mi­cus or tends to be­co­me a “ex­

tinct or en­dan­ge­red spe­ci­es” or re­pre­sents an em­pi­ri­cal fic­tion 
in contemporary directions of economic science, rational choice 
theory as a neoclassical paradigm of rationality is deprived its 
key ele­ment and ba­sis. In that sen­se, this the­ory sha­res the sa­me 
fa­te with ho­mo eco­no­mi­cus. In es­sen­ce, the­re is no such thing 
as rational choice theory, i.e., neoclassical paradigm of rationa­
lity with ma­xi­mi­za­ti­on of uti­lity or pro­fit, wit­ho­ut the con­cept 
of homo economicus.

Some theoreticians claim that 
individual in the capitalist world is not a 
homo economicus, but rather a far more 

complex being [i.e.]. homo realisticus.
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BREAKDOWN OF THE ASSUMPTION OF THE 
EXCLUSIVITY OF ECONOMIC MOTIVATION 
AND THE UNIVERSALITY OF EGOISM

Diffe­rent con­tem­po­rary eco­no­mists re­ject or sub­stan­ti­ally tran­
sform the as­sump­tion of the ex­clu­si­vity of pro­fit or uti­li­ta­rian 
motivation and emphasize the dominance of complex econo­
mic and non-economic, material and non-material interests, 
and extrinsic motivation and incentives in the economy. More­
over, many assume that the various consequences of economic 
be­ha­vi­or co­me from non-eco­no­mic, in­clu­ding non-pro­fit dri­
ven economic actors, such as: emotions, feelings, and missing 
be­li­efs (1,4,6,11,30,25).
A gro­wing num­ber of con­tem­po­rary eco­no­mists re­affi rm 

Keynes’ animal spirit theory as an alternative to the rational choice 
model. The basic preoccupation of this Keynes’ theory is the emo­
tional-irrational and non-economic drivers of economic actors, ac­
ti­ons, and events (24). So­me eco­no­mists use Keynes’ ani­mal spi­rit 
theory to analyze and explain business cycles or economic crises 
such as the Gre­at De­pres­sion from 1929. Si­mi­larly, many aut­hors 
identify emotions, feelings, and other irrational forces in the form 
of social contagion, irrational spirits, cascades, and the like. 

Rehabilitated and awakened by the Weblen’s institutional 
theory, modern economics is increasingly acknowledging the 
many years“ ob­ser­va­ti­ons, both of he­te­ro­dox and part of the 
ort­ho­dox eco­nomy, that not only pro­fit or ma­te­rial uti­lity, but 
also social status act as the main driving force of the econo­
mic behavior of actors (production, consumption, distributions, 
etc.). Many eco­no­mists con­firm that so­cial sta­tus sti­mu­la­tes 
consumption, but also practically all economic activities, inclu­
ding employment, work, and investments (2).

Modern economic science increasingly insists on 
the introduction of political power, state, law and other 
political variables as key driving motives of economic 
actors. The focus of analysis of representatives of con­
tem­po­rary eco­no­mic sci­en­ce are the in­flu­en­ce of po­li­
tical power, state, legal systems, ideology and similar 
factors in modern Western capitalism, as well as other 
models of capitalism.
In par­ti­cu­lar, the “col­lap­se” or dra­stic mo­di­fi­ca­tion of the 

assumption of rational egoism and rational egoist illustrates the 
status of an assumption about the exclusivity of economic mo­
tivation or material personal interest in the modern economics. 
Like the rest, this breakdown is also a consequence of the rejec­
tion of homo economicus as a pure and unchangeable, materi­
a­list and ego­ist, sel­fish ac­tor. The de­ath of ho­mo eco­no­mi­cus 
ca­u­ses the di­scre­di­ting of the as­sump­tion of “pu­re”, con­si­stent 

Modern economic science 
increasingly insists on the 
introduction of political power, state, 
law and other political variables as key 
driving motives of economic actors.
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ra­ti­o­nal ego­ists as “ra­ti­o­nal fo­ols” (29). Al­ter­na­ti­vely, the de­ath 
of homo economicus causes the adoption of an alternative as­
sump­tion of mo­ti­va­ti­o­nal plu­ra­lism that is not “blind and de­
af” for un­sel­fish, non-et­hi­cal and non-ma­te­ri­a­li­stic mo­ti­ves and 
altruistic behavior in the economy. Thus, modern economics 
increasingly recognizes and perceives that altruism opposes 
egoism and altruism has an important role in various market 
environments. An increasing number of economists point out 
that economic actors are motivated not only by material inte­
rests, but by taking care of justice or fairness as intestinal (inter­
nal) and even often main goals.

BREAKDOWN OF THE ASSUMPTION OF 
UNCHANGED AND IN ADVANCE GIVEN TASTES 
AND PREFERENCES

The third exam­ple or in­di­ca­tor of the “bre­ak­down” of ra­ti­o­nal 
choice theory in contemporary economic science is the fact that 
the premise of unchanged and in advance given preferences and 
ta­stes has been sig­ni­fi­cantly tran­sfor­med. Li­ke the pre­vi­o­usly 
analyzed assumptions of rational choice theory, the assumption 
of fi­xed, “na­tu­ral” and so­ci­ally un­con­vin­cing ta­stes and pre­fe­
ren­ces gra­du­ally, but ine­vi­tably, ca­me to the “end of its path”. 
It has ex­ha­u­sted its the­o­re­ti­cal and met­ho­do­lo­gi­cal fun­ction in 
neoclassical economics and is rejected as invalid or inconclusi­
ve (19). An increasing number of economists have realized that 
in the economy and society there are simply no such things as 
unchanging, natural tastes and preferences. Therefore, such as­
sump­tion of the the­ory of ra­ti­o­nal cho­i­ce is the em­pi­ri­cal fic­tion 
or impossibility, despite its previous methodological function in 
the neo­c­las­si­cal eco­no­mics that was con­si­sted of diffe­ren­ti­a­ting 
constants (or parameters) from the variable. Modern theorists 
increasingly understand and suggest that individual tastes and 
pre­fe­ren­ces are de­pen­dent va­ri­a­bles that are ex­pla­i­ned by “su­pra 
in­di­vi­dual fac­tors” rat­her than inex­pli­ca­ble con­stants.

Consequently, the modern economy has adopted or is mo­
ving towards an alternative conception of taste and preferences 
that de­pend on hi­sto­ri­cal ti­me and so­cial spa­ce. Diffe­rent eco­
nomists claim or imply that human tastes and preferences are 

variable, rather than constant or in advance given, 
because they are conditioned by their origin in so­
ciety, including culture, social institutions, and hi­
story, and not “in­born” and in­de­pen­dent of them. 
So­cial va­ri­a­bi­lity, de­ter­mi­na­tion, and for­ma­tion 
of individual tastes and preferences have become 

sig­ni­fi­cant the­o­re­ti­cal hypot­he­sis or em­pi­ri­cal di­sco­very that 

The modern economy has adopted or is 
moving towards an alternative 

conception of taste and preferences that 
depend on historical time and social space. 
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drastically change the assumption of natural congenitality or 
predetermination of taste and preference in many segments of 
neoclassical economics (21,27,33).

CRASH OF THE CONCEPT OF PERFECT 
RATIONALITY

Theoretical refutation and empirical nonconformity of the con­
cept of per­fect ra­ti­o­na­lity is the fo­urth in­di­ca­tor of “fa­i­lu­re” of 
rational choice theory in the neoclassical economics. As in the 
pre­vi­o­us two ca­ses, the “crash” or “di­scre­dit” of the con­cep­tion 
of perfect rationality, and in particular its assumptions about 
perfect knowledge, unlimited cognitive abilities, and complete 
information of economic actors, is the consequence of the bre­
akdown of homo economicus in the modern directions of the 
neoclassical economics. This fact is true to the extent that homo 
economicus in rational choice theory is understood or presen­
ted as a perfectly rational actor who is fully educated and cog­
nitively capable (17).
Sin­ce the con­cep­tion of per­fect ra­ti­o­na­lity and ra­ti­o­nal cho­

i­ce the­ory are ba­sed on the as­sump­tion of ma­xi­mi­zing pro­fit 
or utility, this assumption is increasingly replaced or dispro­
ved by the concept of non-maximization or satisfaction as mo­
re re­a­li­stic al­ter­na­ti­ve that will be able to offer com­pre­hen­si­ve 
explanation of cognitive, informational and other problems (or 
limitations) that disable or complicate the process of maximiza­
tion in reality (17).

CONCLUSION

Rational choice theory is increasingly revealing the syndromes 
of the current or future breakdown in most contemporary eco­
no­mic the­o­ri­es. In re­cent years, we ha­ve wit­nes­sed a trend to­
wards the application of economic analysis tools outside of ra­
tional choice theory in economic science, as well as in sociology 
(3) and ot­her so­cial sci­en­ces (20).
It is a ten­dency to ex-post ra­ti­o­nal cho­i­ce the­ory in con­tem­

po­rary eco­no­mic sci­en­ce and beyond. If this trend con­ti­nu­es, 
it could result in a more complex, more realistic economic the­
ory. Com­te’s next sta­te­ment effec­ti­vely pre­dicts a bre­ak­down 
or mutation in rational choice theory in economics and in other 
so­cial sci­en­ces and the­re­fo­re is pre­sci­ent: “the attempts at the 
universal explanation of all phenomena by single law are very 
chimerical, because there is no hope for a reduction to single 
law” (35,437).
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As mentioned above, representatives of the rational choice the­
ory argue that this theory, in some way, includes explanations 
and predicts almost everything under the sun, based on the as­
sump­tion of ma­xi­mi­zing uti­lity/pro­fit ac­cor­ding to which all so­
cial laws or pro­ces­ses can be re­du­ced (26, 31). Such tre­at­ment of 
the ra­ti­o­nal the­ory led to va­ri­o­us attempts for im­pro­ving so­cial 
sciences by integration of model based on rational choice (7).

Finally, we have to say that the famous Weber statement 
of the “dec­li­ning uti­lity” of the neo­c­las­si­cal law of dec­li­ning 
marginal utility in economic science is, in some way, insightful 
and predicts crisis of the theory of rational choice, based on the 
as­sump­tion of ma­xi­mi­zing uti­lity/pro­fit in most con­tem­po­rary 
directions of economic science. Moreover, leading contempo­
rary eco­no­mists in­di­ca­te that the “mar­gi­nal” the­o­re­ti­cal uti­lity 
of the theory of rational choice has reached or tended to reach 
zero value. Therefore, its total theoretical utility is exhausted 
without the possibility of further increase. Cynics indicates that 
the theory of rational choice proves the validity of the neoclas­
si­cal law of dec­li­ning mar­gi­nal uti­lity on it­self (16,35).

Funding: This re­se­arch was fun­ded by the Mi­ni­stry of Edu­
ca­tion, Sci­en­ce, and Tec­hno­lo­gi­cal De­ve­lop­ment of the Re­pu­
blic of Ser­bia (the num­ber of the con­tract of the re­a­li­za­tion and 
fi­nan­cing of sci­en­ti­fic re­se­arch work:451-03-68/2020-14/200124). 
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IZAZOVI RACIONALNE 
TEORIJE IZBORA 
U SAVREMENOJ 
EKONOMSKOJ NAUCI
REZIME
Ključne reči: teorija racionalnog 
izbora, složena intrikativno-eks
trinzična motivacija, promenlji
vi ukusi i preferencije, koncept 
ne-maksimizacije ili zadovolja
vanja.

U fokusu rada se nalaze neki 
osnovni uvidi i ideje teorije raci
onalnog izbora, koja predstavlja 
„srž“ savremene ekonomske 
nauke. Takođe, teorija racional
nog izbora je „centar“ moder
ne političke nauke i koristi se u 
drugim naučnim disciplinama, 
kao što su: sociologija, filozo
fija, politikologija, psihologija i 
slično. Postoje dva glavna cilja 
ovog rada. Jedan je da se uka
že na ograničenja teorije raci
onalnog izbora kao jedne od 
teorija ekonomskog ponašanja 
(i donošenja odluka). Drugi cilj 
je analiza nekih problema ot
krivenih tokom primene teorije 
racionalnog izbora u ekonomiji 
i adekvatno razmatranje zna
čaja alternativnih koncepata, 
modela i teorija sa stanovišta 
poboljšanja razumevanja eko
nomskih, socijalnih, političkih i 
drugih procesa u privredi i druš
tvu u celini.


