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Abstract:
This paper examines Amartya Sen’s notion of ‘commitment’ in light of Geoffrey Brennan’s
recent discussion thereof. Its aim is to elucidate one type of commitment which consists
in following social norms. To this end, I discuss Sen’s ‘apples’ example from his ‘Rational
fools’ essay (section 2). In section 3, I draw some implications of commitments in Sen’s
work for the concept of ‘agent relativity’. Section 4 discusses the distinctiveness of Sen’s
conception of human beings in their supposed ability to be able to bind themselves to
following social norms at the expense of their own benefit.

1. Introduction

Amartya Sen’s notion of ‘commitment’ poses a challenge to understandings of
rationality which conceive choices to ‘reveal’ or otherwise straightforwardly ex-
press the preferences of the chooser (‘preferences’ being related to the well-being
of the person who has them). Sen has made several attempts to present, revise
and illustrate the notion of commitment, but the concept is still surrounded by
an air of mystery which is one reason it meets with both incomprehension and
opposition. The fault is partly Sen’s, for he sometimes presents the concept as if
it were more straightforward than it is; one manifestation of this is an example
he uses in his ‘Rational fools’ essay, in which ‘commitment’ was first introduced,
which purports to exemplify the distinction between ‘commitment’ and ‘sympa-
thy’. The example concerns two boys who are each to choose one of two apples,
one larger than the other. In a recent volume dedicated to commitment and ra-
tionality (Peter and Schmid 2007), Geoffrey Brennan offers an examination of
Sen’s apples, to my knowledge, the first sustained scrutiny which the example
has received. Brennan (2007, 118) notes the “risk of weighing down a striking
example with an excess of analysis”, yet analysis is the only way of ascertaining
whether the example does what Sen claims of it. I will burden it with yet more
analysis in what follows despite my fear that analysis will sully the beauty of
an example which, one might hold, is better left free of analysis. Brennan takes
issue with Sen’s view that the example illustrates the distinction between sym-
pathy and commitment. In offering an alternative interpretation of the example,
Brennan exposes facets of Sen’s work which I draw out in this essay. My task is


