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In providing a bounded-rationality-based theoretical scaffolding for voting and party behavior, interpreting decades of research on these subjects, and charting directions for new systematic work, this book is a tour de force.  This conclusion is reluctantly drawn by a reviewer who hesitates to stray very far from the straight-and-narrow path of rational choice, and thus doubted the prospects for this project at the outset.  After reading these pages more than once, however, and struggling to wrap my mind around the subtle arguments they contain, I come away both impressed and distressed.  Both are forms of praise.  I give readers a glimpse of the basis for these in the following paragraphs.
Bendor, Diermeier, Siegel, and Ting (hereafter “the authors”) are themselves trained in and contributors to rational choice research in political science and political economy.  Their roots run deep in the soil of Rochester Political Science, Northwestern’s Kellogg School, and Stanford’s Graduate School of Business – all hotbeds of rational choice modeling.  Their book acknowledges on the very first page the “intellectual revolution” in political science associated with the diffusion of rational choice theories in the discipline.  “But,” as they note on the second, “nobody is perfect.  Not even a research program.”  Indeed, the authors suggest that, for all its salutary accomplishments, rational choice theory has run seriously off the rails in some highly visible ways, not least of which is the disconnect between theory and empirical regularities in the area of voting and other forms of political participation.  Their book is framed by its authors as a corrective, a redirection of systematic thinking that better aligns rationality-based theory and empirical patterns without jettisoning rational choice ideas altogether.
The book is never light reading, but the first two chapters especially require the reader’s attention to detail.  There the authors elaborate Simon’s theory of satisficing, Kahneman and Tversky’s ideas of framing and heuristics known as prospect theory, and generalizations of Bush and Mosteller’s feedback-based psychological learning rules, all neatly tucked under the rubric of bounded rationality.  The ideas contained in these concepts provide an alternative to the more synoptic form of decision making associated with canonical rational choice.  People, in this view, are rational but cognitively limited.  They are constrained by the (limited) ways they see the world (or the world presents itself or is presented to them).  They adapt themselves to their environment(s) by developing heuristics or rules of thumb more restricted than the pure optimization associated with canonical rationality.  They respond to experience by adapting their rules of thumb on the basis of this feedback.  As a comparative statics claim, the authors suggest that this compromised form of rationality – what they label aspiration-based adaptive rules (ABAR) – becomes increasingly compelling as the complexity of the decision-making environment grows.
Most importantly, and here the departure from canonical rationality is the clearest and most radical, the authors argue that individuals never compare alternatives against one another, picking the one they judge best; rather they compare an alternative against an aspiration level, retaining the alternative in their behavioral repertoire if it exceeds this level and eliminating it and engaging in costly search for another if it does not.  In contrast, the problem facing an optimizing individual in a complex environment is whether to maintain the status quo and continue doing what he or she is doing, or entertain alternatives.  The latter requires answering counterfactuals – “how would it be for me if I did something other than what I am currently doing?”  As the authors assert, “a fundamental cognitive difference between game-theoretic [i.e., optimizing] and aspiration-based reasoning” is that assessments driven by ABARs “are not based on counterfactual reasoning: they turn on direct comparisons between an alternative and the agent’s evaluation threshold, which are mentally easier than counterfactuals” (pp. 38-39).
This perspective is methodologically distressing to me.  I grant, for the sake of argument, that the canonical rational choice paradigm is based on highly restrictive assumptions.  Naturally, I favor generalizations that make the canonical version a special case.  This is what we mean by a generalization – an arrangement that successfully accommodates a wider set of phenomena than the original formulation on the one hand, but specializes to that original formulation on the other hand.  This is not the case with ABARs and other bounded-rationality approaches proposed by the authors.  ABARs never specialize to the canonical rationality approach.  ABAR-based decisions are never optimizing decisions, so that even if search for alternatives were costless, one would stick with what one is currently doing if it produces results that exceed one’s aspiration level.

If my claim is accepted, then it is not clear what we have in a bounded-rationality explanation.  In particular, while we may stipulate that the bounded-rationality approach accommodates some phenomena better than the canonical approach – say, turnout as the authors actually demonstrate persuasively in Chapter 4 – we don’t know whether it is as good as the canonical approach in other contexts.  A genuine generalization would outperform the canonical approach in some settings and perform as well as the canonical approach in all other settings – the generalization would weakly dominate the canonical version.  But we don’t have that here, and this is troubling.  
I am not yet prepared to accept a bounded-rationality explanation for, say, turnout phenomena, but use canonical rationality, i.e., non-cooperative game theory, to play poker.  As a philosophy of science matter, this seems comparable to the conflict between thermodynamics and mechanics in physics or micro- and macro-phenomena in economics.  
Despite my distress, I nevertheless describe this book as a tour de force for several reasons.  First, while the first several chapters stitch together well-known elements of the bounded-rationality approach, “stitching together” is no mean feat.  Indeed, the book does a tremendous service for future developments in providing a very carefully worked out mathematical representation of bounded-rationality arguments, replete with theorems some of which are novel and rich.  
Second, the applications are works of art as well as works of science.  These chapters cover party competition, turnout, voter choice, two-party elections, and multiparty elections.  Each such application derives clearly from the theoretical results of the first two chapters.  Each incorporates existing theoretical and empirical literature persuasively and elegantly.  And each leaves the reader persuaded but also inspired to push beyond what the authors have provided. – a gift that keeps on giving.
Third, the methodological pluralism displayed in these pages provides the different parts of the elephant that differently motivated readers can touch and relate to.  There are theorems and proofs for the Teutonically inclined.  There are connections to political science and economic empirical literatures for those who want to cut to the chase and explore the substantive payoffs of the approach.  There are fascinating simulations for those interested in drawing conclusions in complex settings where analytical methods fail.  I think this pluralism is an important selling point for the authors, one that they “frame” in a way to impress readers like me.  (For those in attack mode, on the other hand, they leave plenty of hostages to take.)
This is not a book that needs to be on the shelf of every student of elections or political behavior.  It does need to be confronted and digested by every graduate student who hopes to make his or her scholarly name in this field, because it provides a way to unify the higgledy-piggledy world of political behavior.  It isn’t the final word, but it is an important early step.
