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ABSTRACT

Practical rationality, when collective choices are at stake, should certainly rely on principles. These prin-
ciples are perhaps not without effect on our representation of the problems to be addressed in collective 
action. The authors investigate how this structuring role of pragmatic principles accounts for notable 
context-dependent features of governance procedures. In the field of social policies, for example, the 
enhancement of personal autonomy has come to the forefront of collective challenges. Capacity-based 
approaches indicate a way to put into question those conceptions of autonomy which lead to an exces-
sively uniform treatment of individuals. Following these approaches, the beneficiaries of social policies 
should be treated as concrete beings with their personal history, living in specific social contexts and so 
on. The authors analyse the individualizing logic which is exemplified in interactive problem-structuring 
and institutional decision-making about the provision of apt, context-sensitive care and services for 
ageing handicapped persons. It is suggested that the sought-for adaptation to specific circumstances is 
made possible through a complex process of description of problems and challenges for collective action, 
in which procedural aspects are important. This process is by no means reducible to a passive process 
of adjustment to independent states of affairs. If the authors’ analysis is correct, there is no such thing 
as the “real” nature of individual situations, as opposed to the fictions associated with ordinary social 
policies: the process under scrutiny really redefines the nature of institutional interactions, responsibili-
ties and the underlying picture of the individual person.
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INTRODUCTION

Practical rationality is, among other things, a mat-
ter of pragmatic principles which have a guiding 
role for individuals and groups. The benchmark 
principles are usually quite general and the ratio-
nality of collective choices has to do, presumably, 
with the ability to turn the principles into reality 
with relevance, in an efficient way. How should 
we conceptualize this ability in the first place?

Pragmatic principles for collective choices 
could be identified, it seems, with the selection 
of desirable states of the world, chosen among the 
possible ones. Then we would be induced to look 
at the administrative or political implementation 
mechanisms as if they were more or less neutral 
instruments, by means of which we see to it that 
the world exhibits the desired patterns. But the fol-
lowing statements, if true, complicate the matter:

First of all, pragmatic principles undergo in-
terpretative changes. This, of course, may impact 
representations of the collective implementation 
process, when it comes to spelling out the details 
of action problems with a view to the effectivity of 
principles2. Turning goals into reality depends on 
one’s views about the meaning of those principles 
which help articulate the goals. It can be argued, 
in this respect, that pragmatic principles have 
distinctive properties when it comes to interpre-
tation needs: for example, they have an unequal 
potential for being made precise in a useful way, 
or in an objective way3.

In addition, pragmatic principles have a role to 
play in problem-structuring activities (and hence 
in decision-facilitation tasks at the prescriptive 
level), if only because they channel and format 
the information which is used in decision-making 
(this was emphasized in A. Sen’s pioneering 
contribution to the information analysis of moral 

principles – see Sen [1979]). The chosen bench-
mark principles determine a selective awareness 
to specific features of the social context and 
personal situations; this enables them to play 
a crucial role in the development of joint work 
and inter-organizational (or inter-institutional) 
collaborative relationships4.

Among these properties, it is perhaps fair to 
say that only the correlation of principles with 
their respective information needs has been the 
object of systematic inquiry up to now. In this 
joint research, we take a broader view. The noted 
characteristics are investigated with reference to 
the autonomy, dependence and capacity (or ca-
pability) concepts. The institutional use of these 
notions in social policies gives support, we believe, 
to our initial statements. Such notions, in their 
concrete use, are related to a constructive social 
process; this process, we’ll argue, illustrates the 
characteristics we have just mentioned.

We’ll highlight the notions of « dependence 
» and “autonomy” and their role in spelling out 
principles of collective action, with respect to 
the challenges of old age and the aging. We’ll 
investigate the type of context dependence and 
some of the procedural features or governance 
which can be associated with dependence-based 
or autonomy-based principles for collective action. 
More particularly, we ask whether context depen-
dence and the procedural features are impacted by 
those dominant interpretations of “dependence” 
and “autonomy” which rely on the “capability” 
notion (and the related principles for collective 
action)5. With this goal in mind, we’ll examine the 
involvement of personal autonomy and individual 
capacities in governance processes. A case study 
will be provided by an institutional interactive 
process for answering the needs of the aging 
population of handicapped persons in France.
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