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Doubhg Self-merest "Making Up Our Minds" by Richard J. Herrn- 
stein and James E. Mazur, in The Sciences 
(Nov.-Dec. 19871, New York Academy of Sci- 
ences, 2 East 63rd St., New York, N.Y. 10021. 

"The natural effort of every individual to better his own condition. . . is so 
powerful a principle," wrote Adam Smith in 1776, "that it is 
alone.. . capable of carrying on the society to wealth and prosperity." 
Economists still hew to this theory of "utility maximization," which is 
applied not only to financial decisions but even to animal behavior. Accord- 
ing to the theory, a butcher may cut his prices at Christmas because he 
thinks he will do more business or because he feels generous. Either way, 
he seeks "the greatest possible value from the sum" of his actions. 

Harvard psychologists Herrnstein and Mazur demur. They maintain 
that people often "behave in ways directly at odds with self-interest." 
Consider the college student who chooses an 8:00 A.M. class at which 
attendance is required. When the alarm clock rings, he often turns it off 
and misses the class, taking the ultimately less profitable action. Economist 
Robert H. Strotz in 1956 called this phenomenon temporal "myopia," 
since favoring immediate gratification can decrease long-term rewards. 

The authors argue that utility maximization theory describes how indi- 
viduals ought to act, not how they tend to act. To deal with actual human 
behavior, they propose "melioration," a theory that takes into account 
both "our occasional rationality" and "our frequent irrationality." People, 
the authors say, tend to pursue not maximum but average utility, which is 
simpler to calculate and requires less perceived risk. Within an overall 
situation, some individual decisions are rational, others are not. 

Once economists recognize their "mistaken assumptions about eco- 
nomic motivation." the authors believe, thev can aoolv melioration theory 
to public-policy questions. In hostage incidents, f ~ r e & ~ l e ,  leaders could 
make laws in advance against negotiating with terrorists, recognizing that 
they will be tempted to seek an immediate solution-despite their convic- 
tion that dealing with terrorists now may encourage hostage-taking in the 
future. "Because it anticipates and accounts for our departures from ratio- 
nality," the authors contend, their theory of melioration "provides the 
foundation for a real understanding of human decision making-and, in so 
doing, may help make us more rational." 

Themofthe e? "The Great Train Robbery" by Phillip Long- 
man, in The Washington Monthly (Dec. 1987), 
1711 Connecticut Ave. N.W., Washington, D.C. 
20009. 

America's railroads may soon become bankrupt-not because of compe- 
tition from airlines or other forms of transportation, but due to the rising 
cost of government-mandated pension plans. 

Longman, author of Born to Pay: The New Politics of Aging in Amer- 
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