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Jon Elster’s Rational Choice Theory and the problem of ‘‘Steal as much
as you want, as long as you let me have some” in Thai Politics
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Abstract

The practice of corruption, whether in the forms of bribery, kickbacks, illegal fees
and commissions, and even implementation of populist policies solely for the purpose of
gaining immediate political advantages, can have an insidious effect: people tend to fall
into a state of resignation which can easily degenerate into apathy and cynicism in the face
of it. Worse still, this sentiment can degenerate further into that unique empathy felt by a
partner in crime. This “the morality of accomplice” is well-captured by the prescription:
“Steal as much as you want, as long as you let me have some”. This problematic sentiment
is evident not only in Thailand, but also in many other countries [Manzetti & Wilson, 2007
; Munoz, Anduiza & Gallego, 2012] . This article interprets the phenomenon described in
Manzetti and Wilson (2007) and Munoz, Anduiza and Gallego (2012) as constituting of,
and conducive to, what can be called the “fallacy of morality”” problem among the populace.
We explore the nature of this phenomenon in a more penetrating way using Jon Elster’s
rational choice theory as an interpretative framework and, finally, suggest a way out of the
problem. Succinctly expressed, the rational choice theory is predicated on two assumptions
about individual moralities: (a) individuals are always driven more by self-interest than
common-interest motives; and (b) individuals tend to seek to maximize their own
self-interest using the most optimal means at their disposal. Based on these fundamental
assumptions, the rational choice theory proceeds by ways of inference to the startling
conclusion that it is not morally wrong to pursue one’s self-interest, so long as that is not
a blatant violation of the laws. Taking human beings as they are, the rational choice theory
understandably ignores the question of whether this practice of maximizing one’s interests
is morally desirable or not, let alone to propose a way to fix it. On the other hand,
the theory emphasizes that if individuals make the best use of their rationality, they can
reasonably expect the so-called identity of interests to emerge as an outcome. This feature
gives the theory an advantage over the traditional and prevailing ethos of invoking folk or
religious moralities to countervail the evil of corruption.

Keywords: corruption in politics, election, fallacy of morality, rationality, Rational Choice
Theory, Jon Elster, Thai political crisis
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99U LoaanaTiUNguinTsidenaetaiumgitiuag (rational choice theory), 87973,

99N

* Jon Elster, Altruistic Behavior and Altruistic Motivations. From WikiSummary, the Free Social

Science Summary Database, http://wikisum.com/w/Elster:_Altruistic_behavior _and_altruistic_moti-
vations 19l ludhud luews, vou ieaawmesiunguinisidenaeruiumeiiiuna (rational choice theory),

979U,
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" Jon Elster. 1990. Selfishness and Altruism. Beyond Self-Interest, edited by Jane Mansbridge.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press. p. 51 §14lu lvefusi loews, sou toaainesnunguinisidenae i
Li//@éﬁwm (rational choice theory), 87NUa%.

* Jon Elster, “Altruistic Behavior and Altruistic Motivations,” opc/t o9l lvdus logws, sou 1oaanes
nuwz]wgmﬂaaﬁaymwmmﬂwa (rational choice theory), 879Ua73.

* C. Daniel Batson Wn3n3ne1ainuy 19130 wmfmﬁyo?umu:;mUuummmswwmﬁﬂwmumvmzﬂw
Anndilaluyse mumm?mmamwmmay Inenanzoeadaluyssidusos “Usnade” (altruism)
Uﬁ?ﬂiJl/?f@éﬂWéUUWW/’)iJ7%’1/1/97671Jm71//,‘?@1//4'?/71/&78‘1/5 v, “empathy alturism” 3emanuudeomusi
AaUALURAIIN “5771/7m?zm754?/7?amnlmn°z/awammwﬂyﬁamwa@uau” A salunmninlonaiugan
wamauwsa “empathic concern” denimidsnde “aamannseiivserlowiunlalos)” tues Z@a‘umﬁu
Z@mﬂwmmum “mmsgm;a7vam?zflm57144571/@7@11@@@wwwnvmmaomsmvmfwmaa@ 117 F U9
w?awasmmwmu Z@ywwa‘u;‘vZf/?fumawm?mUmﬁmmymm?m7561namaawwuu watseleniilaily
mwmz/um@ma 7 m]wgwaoumﬁuwm/mw7f7mvz/mam7smsaﬁmffmmmlwuﬁmw “lawwlais-ievae
fou” Z@uvzﬂﬂmawg‘mv “msiavaazvseres Zszwmuau?&wumwg?@” (pure altruism) i TulUls
uaz mmézfm75wnmam)wgmvmfam7 ywz/mn7wam?@wm@mumiawaoméam/u?wnf (psychologlcal
egO/sm) un:mn752@nmomvmu7umwmﬂu "mm/ﬁuummémaummm?fam UoenaEnuYIeinae
AUDUNT ) wmmwm?@@Zﬁ;wZ@mwmmauZ@ ayNZ'mm;u nsuummmstmwumynuumﬁu Uazeaghuens
71 N13N3Y wmsawqmnﬁmmmaanynm/amae/ﬁawwaﬁuamtmsmmzUz,m75f)53w7wmﬁmmmzam/u
an (egoistic) Inglagedadauuunisvnassizends - ‘negative state relief model” g http://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Daniel_Batson
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“ Jon Elster, “Altruistic Behavior and Altruistic Motivations,” op.cit. 8191 lwdug luews, 2ou oaaines
Aunguiinisidensgratumeiiusa (rational choice theory), 879ua.
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lwehugl lyews, vou woaawasiunguinisidenaerutungitiuna (rational choice theory), 8794a7.

“ Jon Elster, “Selfishness and Altruism,” in Beyond Self-Interest, op.cit., p. 45; Jon Elster, “Altruistic
Behavior and Altruistic Motivations,” op.cit. 819lu lugiug lvews, s0u teaawmasiunguinisaenag

Lﬁumgzﬁu&/a (rational choice theory), 8 1NUa4.

“ Jon Elster, “Selfishness and Altruism,” in Beyond Self-Interest, ibid., p. 45. 919lu lvdug lvewns,
99U loaamasiungunIsiaenagutiumsitiura (rational choice theory), 879Ua13.
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“ Jon Elster, Ulysses and the Sirens: Studies in Rationality and Irrationality, op.cit., p. 146:
“Economic man may be defined through continuous preferences and narrow self-interest,

but rational man can have non-Archimedean preferences and be moved by concern for others.

»

879w ludusd loews, vou ieaamasiunguinindonserniumeiiuna (rational choice theory), 8794a2.
7 Jon Elster, Ulysses and the Sirens: Studies in Rationality and Irrationality, op.cit., p. 146:
“Altruism, then, is an anomaly for the theory of Rational Choice only in the sense that attempts
to explain altruistic behavior as the result of narrowly defined self-interest do not seem likely to

succeed in all cases.”
48 «

msideaas” wulalunginssuvesaninigwuiy uasdnvznua) lnesn andvegeudsaaslinuaninaes

naBnai (kin relationships) 71nn37 usAilnsaliigeudsaas 1invuan sz ey s nagauniisniaienion
798 9 “Altruism in animals,” Tu http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Altruism_in_animals o914 lweius) Z?fEJWi,

L N =) 1 [~ I . . 2 %
WU loaane UM uNIaenee 19T tusg (rational choice theory), 819UA.
“ lodhid lwws, vou oaawesiunguinsidensegrautumeitura (rational choice theory), 879ua.
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* lyduel lvems, vou toaawasiunguinindenaeruiumeiiuna (rational choice theory), §194a.

" Hapmidigadeatuannsaiiidoussongaduvestaenyaeausazay ynaues s lomlgigarseane
Undlosavszleviapenulamigninemsiusude (defection) lunsdiilaiimudussidonsmionsely sz
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uo99INgAduTesaaTIN (Wuvasmuidiny) nisiynagensuilavsnobilAnyslovungusannniige
Fimsanmeiuuvilimennesuigvesupedy s ny dauﬁﬁl?i/aﬁ Usreneasuinuildunsiusn
Aa vinnes (A. W. Tucker) 6)578/5’3455/5]477:1/4&71/4#&/?001‘1/1,?8\717’26)71! Luce and Raiffa, Games and Decision:

Introduction and Critical Survey, (New York: Dover publications: 1957), pp. 95-97; Elliot Sobert and

Alan Sloan Wilson, Unto Others,(Cambridge, Mass. : Harvard University Press: 1957) ag K. Binmore,

Game Theory and the Social Contract. Vol. 1: Playing Fair, (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press: 1994).

*? Jon Elster, Ulysses and the Sirens: Studies in Rationality and Irrationality, op.cit., p. 20
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