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targeted killings often draw international criticism if Palestin-
ian civilians become collateral damage or international laws 
are breached. However, Israeli leaders continue to justify their 
behavior under raison d’etat, as their military use protects their 
national interests from a demonstrated record of Palestinian-
sponsored terrorist activities in Israel.

See also Nation-state; State, Rights of the; State, The; State, Theo-
ries of the; Statecraft.
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Rand, Ayn
Ayn Rand (–) was a Russian-born American novel-
ist and philosopher who founded the philosophic system of 
objectivism. She defended metaphysical realism (that reality is 
what it is independent of what human beings think or feel) 
as the only valid means of human knowledge, ethical egoism 
(or rational self-interest) as the only proper morality, and 

laissez-faire capitalism as the only moral social system. Her 
works of fiction, including The Fountainhead () and Atlas
Shrugged (), and her works of nonfiction, including The 
Virtue of Selfishness () and Capitalism: The Unknown Ideal
(), inspired a generation of readers who embraced her 
romantic, heroic conception of human achievement and her 
political individualism.

Though her political thought was broadly libertarian inso-
far as it entailed a defense of voluntary social relations and 
the individual rights to life, liberty, private property, and the 
pursuit of happiness, Rand was notably critical of libertar-
ian intellectuals who, she argued, disconnected their political 
commitment to freedom from the wider philosophical and 
cultural context that it required. As an advocate of limited 
government—albeit one that, under ideal conditions, would 
finance its operations through voluntary contributions—
Rand also was opposed to social theorists such as the lib-
ertarian Murray Rothbard, who had embraced a version of 
anarchist ideology.

Rand challenged the conventional left-right political spec-
trum. She had emigrated from the Soviet Union to the United 
States in  and became a fierce critic of communism. Her 
first novel, We the Living (), was semiautobiographical; it 
detailed the horrors of communist rule. But Rand was equally 
opposed to fascism and to all variations of statism, including 
the redistributive welfare state advocated by modern-day lib-

erals. She was firmly committed to laissez-faire 
capitalism and free markets and opposed all gov-
ernment intervention in the economy. Influ-
enced by the Austrian economics of Ludwig 
von Mises, Rand argued that government inter-
vention was the root cause of business cycles, 
monopolies, and social crises. The emergence of 
a mixed economy, in Rand’s view, guaranteed 
the rule of pressure groups, with each group 
vying for some special privilege at the expense 
of others. However, she felt government had no 
right to dispense privileges to any individual or 
groups of individuals. For Rand, government’s 
only proper role was in the retaliatory use of 
force to protect individual rights through such 
agencies as the police, the armed forces, and the 
legal courts.

Though Rand’s support for capitalism 
seemed to place her on the right wing of the 
political spectrum, she was adamantly opposed 
to modern-day conservatism. An advocate 
of reason, she was an atheist who criticized 
attempts to link the defense of capitalism to 
religion. Moreover, a limited government, Rand 
maintained, should have no power to regulate 
peoples’ personal life choices. In stipulating that 
no individual or institution had a right to ini-
tiate force against others, Rand defended the 
right of the individual to engage in all adult 
consensual activities.

Championing free minds and free markets, Rand saw an 
inextricable connection between intellectual, political, and 
economic freedom.

See also Capitalism and Democracy; Individual and Society; Indi-
vidualism; Libertarianism.

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  CHRIS MATTHEW SCIABARRA

Ayn Rand promoted the philosphy of objectivism and strongly opposed communism 
and fascism.
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Rational Choice Theory
Politics is a particularly difficult science. The classic defini-
tions of politics—the study of who gets what, when and 
where (Harold Lasswell), the authoritative allocation of 
values (David Easton), and the legitimate monopoly of vio-
lence (Max Weber)—raise more questions than they answer. 
What is being allocated? Possible answers include money 
and resources; policies and payoffs; rewards and punishments; 
material interests, social identities; global ideals; and class, sta-
tus, and power. How are these things allocated? They may be 
distributed through institutions and regimes; mechanisms and 
rules; norms and values; markets, communities, contracts, and 
hierarchies; force and fraud; and fights, games, and debates. 
And what is at stake? Equity and efficiency; poverty and 
development; war and peace; and, more generally, the relation 
between individual choices and reasons of state are among the 
outcomes of politics.

Rational choice theory (RCT) first entered political sci-
ence in the s and early s to address such questions. 
Anthony Downs’s theory of elections (), William Riker’s 
theory of political coalitions (), and Thomas Schelling’s 
work on deterrence () began modeling the institutions 
and processes of collective action and collective choice. RCT 
soon became one of the core research programs in the four 
fields of political science—American politics, international 
relations, comparative politics, and political theory. For many 
hard-working political scientists, it is a philosophy of social 
science, social theory, and research methodology—a way of 
thinking and working in the midst of inquiry.

RCT is so successful because it positions itself between the 
denigration and the glorification of reason. Partly an attempt 
to contain the empirical and normative relativism of the irra-
tional, RCT seeks the reasons and causes of social phenomena. 
Yet RCT finds rationality highly imperfect. RCT thus works 
out the empirical limits of applied reason and problem solving 
in the concrete institutional life of politics. Moreover, like the 
poetry of mathematics and the art of abstract reason, RCT 
exerts a certain aesthetic allure. And, like the attractions of lib-
eralism, many find RCT ethically appealing. In short, RCT’s 
truth, beauty, and justice charm political scientists.

THEMES OF RATIONAL CHOICE 
THEORY
In the dark days of the twentieth century, when science, 
modernity, and reason resulted in a European civil war that 

turned into a world war that produced the Holocaust and 
Hiroshima, three economists and a mathematician returned to 
the problems of pure reason that drove Enlightenment think-
ers. They developed ideas about multiperson decision-making 
that became the basis of RCT.

Given the first and second fundamental theorems of wel-
fare economics, everyone recognized that there were first best 
problems of choosing among (Pareto) optimal points and sec-
ond best problems of having the chance to choose (i.e., reach-
ing the Pareto frontier). How do collectivities choose? Politics
seems somehow required to supplement economics. Economist 
Kenneth Arrow addressed these basic questions of welfare eco-
nomics (). He unearthed the problems confronting any 
possible social welfare function applied to resource allocation.

Others recognized the indeterminacies of strategic rea-
soning in collective choice situations. For example, suppose 
two or three people agreed on how to divide a fixed resource, 
and their agreement was executed. Which coalitions would 
form and how would the resource be divided? Mathematician 
John von Neumann and economist Oskar Morgenstern ()
raised general questions in decision theory and game theory. 
Like Arrow, they unearthed the problems and offered possible 
solutions.

Still others saw that economics was developing along two 
separate tracks: econometrics was becoming a statistical science 
at the same time that theoretical economics was becoming 
mathematical modeling. What was the connection between 
the normative and the empirical? Economist Paul Samuelson 
() showed how comparative statics provided the linkage: 
if a utility function is maximized and an equilibrium found, 
exogenous changes could shift the equilibrium. For example, 
if consumers optimized a utility function, equating marginal 
benefits and marginal costs, exogenous shifts in price influ-
enced the quantities consumed. Comparative statics thus 
linked normative optima to observable quantities, allowing 
mathematical models in economics to fit the positivist can-
nons of testability and falsifiability. Now that it had an opera-
tional mode of proceeding, RCT could become a science.

These disparate concerns became a unified field of inquiry. 
Pulling together the strands, RCT has grown into the most 
developed paradigm in political science, influencing all tra-
ditional areas of political inquiry. Journals contain numerous 
articles applying insights from RCT to empirical questions 
about policy outcomes, political participation, governing 
institutions, and constitutional choice, as well as to normative 
questions of equity and efficiency, democracy and justice.

What are RCT’s unifying themes? RCT assumes that citi-
zens are rational (i.e., choose their most preferred course of 
action) and that they interact within an institutional environ-
ment (e.g., competitive elections). RCT then uses mathemati-
cally formalized models of reasoning to derive implications 
about collective choices (e.g., public policy). RCT’s most basic 
question is, therefore, how individual preferences are aggre-
gated into equilibrium social outcomes by a decision-making 
process. Given a choice mechanism, whether consumers and 
firms allocating resources by market exchange, players choosing 
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