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Human actions are the basic subject of research in social sciences. Human 
practice, that is, the activity of making decisions, is one of the most important 
issues that social scientists are occupied with. Why has the person acted one 
way and not another? Has the person wanted to achieve an intended objective? 
If so, what objective? Why, acting in a given way, has the person used particular 
means, and not other ones ? Questions can be multiplied but all of them have 
the same goal — the attempt to explain a particular action. 

Th e concept of rational action is a predominant scientifi c trend in social sci-
ences explaining human actions. Within the framework of the concept, actions 
of a given person are accounted for through knowledge, preferences (in terms 
of particular values) and the circumstances in which actions are taken. Gener-
ally, a person acts in a particular way — states the concept of rationality — to 
maximize their preference, that is, they consider refl ectively a set of possible 
actions to be taken and choose the one that accomplishes their objectives to 
the largest extent. 

Th e beginnings of the deliberations on the rationality of human actions date 
back to the ancient times. Aristotle wrote about instrumental reason thanks to 
which a person attains their objectives successfully. However, Max Weber was 
the one to start a broad discussion on rational action. He advanced a division 
of actions which also includes a characterization of rational action, that is, an 
action in which circumstances and means for the attainment of one’s own ends 
are considered. Th ere have been numerous explications and theoretical stud-
ies concerning the concept of rational action. It may be impossible to compile 
and discuss the entirety of the tradition of rationality of action, particularly 
in view of the fact that it is used by researchers in various scientifi c fi elds, for 
instance, in philosophy, sociology, anthropology, cultural studies, history and 
economics. 

Apart from obvious advantages, the concept of rationality has some limita-
tions as well. One of these seems to be fundamental. It has been pointed out 
many times that the concept of rationality presents practical human activity 
in a narrowed perspective. Aft er all, there are other kinds of actions in the hu-
man world, apart from rational actions. For instance, there are the traditional, 
routine and habitual actions that are taken out of habit; aff ective actions, taken 
under the infl uence of emotions; imitative ones, resulting from copying other 
people’s actions, etc. It can be claimed, therefore, that the analysis of human 
actions, according to the concept of rationality, leads to an inadequate descrip-
tion of an actual practice, as people do not act exclusively rationally, but in 
diff erent ways as well. 
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Taking into consideration the limitations of the concept of rational action 
mentioned above, an interesting scientifi c problem seems to emerge; to deter-
mine the sources of limitations as well as to make an attempt to advance such 
a conceptualization of action which would not only encompass the rationally 
induced action but also other types of action. Th e very aim guided the author 
in the ‘Problem of Limits of the Rational Model of Human Actions. An Attempt 
to Capture Habitual-Rational Action’. 

Some notions of rationality in the studies of particular scholars (e.g. those 
of Carl R. Popper, John Watkin, Carl G. Hempel, J. Kmita and J. Nowak) have 
been analyzed in the work presented here. Th is enabled the author to state 
that there is an underlying assumption that limits the concept of rationality. 
Th e assumption may be formulated as the rule of constant refl ectiveness. Th e 
rule states that a rational individual always considers alternative actions be-
fore taking a given action and chooses the most expedient one. Th e refl ective-
ness of an agent is a vital condition of rational action. Th erefore, the adequacy 
of the concept of rationality should be limited to the situations in which the 
rule of constant refl ectiveness is adhered to, that is, situations in which an 
agent actually considers various ways of conduct. However, such refl ection 
does not always precede human actions. Th e revocation of the assumption of 
constant refl ectiveness enables to list other actions, namely unrefl ective ac-
tions. Th ese are, for instance, habitual and imitative actions. In his work, the 
author presents the concept of habitual-rational action in which two types of 
actions have been taken into account. Apart from a rational (refl ective) ac-
tion, habitual and imitative actions (both unrefl ective) have been presented. 
Th e characterization of the three types of action in one theoretical language 
permitted to outline the connections between these actions as the dependen-
cies that explain when a given person acts in a habitual, rational and imitative 
way were determined. 

Th e work ‘Problem of Limits of Rational Model of Human Actions. An 
Attempt to Capture Habitual-Rational Action’ should be ranked among stud-
ies on human rationality. Usually, three dimensions of rationality are distin-
guished: rationality of beliefs, actions and ontological rationality. Although 
the three dimensions merge to some extent, the author focuses exclusively on 
the second one, that is, actions. Th us, the issue of rationality of human beliefs 
and ontological rationality are not taken into consideration. Also, the issue of 
rationality of actions is narrowed. Only a formal (instrumental, methodologi-
cal) understanding of rationality is adopted, namely, the one that analyses the 
consideration of eff ectiveness — the usefulness of means to given aims. Subject 
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rationality, that is, the issue of the assessment of particular aims of human ac-
tions in the light of some axiological criteria, is omitted.

Th e paper consists of three basic parts. In the chapter opening the fi rst 
part, selected theories of rational action are presented. Th ese are the con-
cepts of rational action by Carl R. Popper, John Watkins and Carl G. Hempel. 
Moreover, the author presents the postulates of the rationality of action by 
Klemens Szaniawski, humanistic interpretation by Jerzy Kmita and its speci-
fi cations presented by Wojciech Patryas, as well as the rule of rationality and 
its limitations in the form of the concept of non-evangelical model of a man 
by Leszek Nowak. Th e second chapter elaborates on the concepts that show 
the limited character of human rationality. In the main, these concepts in-
clude the deliberations on a traditional action by Max Weber, the concept of 
routine actions by Anthony Giddens and the concept of habit by Jean-Claude 
Kaufmann. Th e three concepts show unrefl ective actions that are a part of 
human activity and are taken on the basis of tradition, routine and habit. 
Th e chapter comprising a division of actions into refl ective and unrefl ective 
closes the fi rst part of the paper and poses a starting point for the following 
deliberations.

Th e second part of the paper is, in the light of the chosen aim, the most 
important and may be described as theoretical. It elaborates on the author’s 
concept of human action in which, fi rstly, rational (refl ective) actions as well 
as habitual (unrefl ective) and imitative (unrefl ective) ones are presented, and, 
secondly, transitions between these types of actions are drawn. And thus, in 
the second part’s opening chapter, the author discusses the methodological as-
sumptions of the paper, namely the theses of the idealizing theory of science. 
Idealization and specifi cation constitute eff ective tools in the formulation of 
scientifi c theories. Generally, the starting point is the most idealized model in 
which the established set of the idealizing assumptions omits the factors recog-
nized as secondary and leaves the main determinants of the phenomenon being 
studied. Th is allows the most underlying relation to be grasped. Th en, such 
a model is specifi ed in subsequent models by taking into account factors that 
have initially been omitted. Th e second chapter elaborates on a classifi cation of 
actions that enables characterization of individual actions, which, besides social 
ones, are the object of further analyses. Th e concept of habitual-rational action 
requires defi ning certain terms concerning the subject of an action, means of 
action, their eff ectiveness, etc. One of those is associated with human needs. 
Th e introduction of this category involved the modifi cation of the language of 
values which is usually applied in the models of rationality, for the sake of the 
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language of needs. Th e necessary terminological arrangements with regard to 
the conceptualizing apparatus are contained in the third chapter. In the fourth 
one, habitual action is presented and defi ned — that is, an unrefl ective type of 
human conduct that is not captured according to the rational model of action. 
Th e following chapters present three concepts of habitual-rational action in 
which individual human actions are encompassed. Model I, the most ideal-
ized one, covers habitual action exclusively. Th e established set of idealizing 
assumptions does permit to encompass other kinds of action. Model II, which is 
a specifi cation of the initial model, enables description of habitual and rational 
action. Model III, on the other hand, which is yet another specifi cation, makes 
it possible to capture habitual, rational and imitative action. 

Th e third part of the dissertation which may be denoted as applicative, con-
sists of three chapters. Here, the author presents an interpretation of certain 
concepts by selected scholars in the light of the notion of action as construed 
in the dissertation. Th e concepts are: the concept of “Being-in-the-world” by 
Martin Heidegger; the concept of the historical process by Jerzy Topolski, in-
cluding the theory of the birth of capitalism in Europe; and the concept of an 
interpersonal individual by Witold Gombrowicz. 

Consequently, within the conceptual framework of the habitual-rational 
action, it was possible to present certain ideas from “Being and Time” by 
Heidegger. Th e interpretation of the notion of Being-in-the-world indicates that 
Heidegger’s ontological deliberations include certain theses on the human activ-
ity of taking actions. Th e interpretation put forward by the author is an attempt 
to extract these theses and explain them in a more precise language than the 
one used in “Being and Time”. Th e interpretation of Jerzy Topolski’s delibera-
tions enabled the author to detach non-uniform anthropological assumptions 
providing foundation to the concept of the birth of capitalism. It was possible 
since the concept is based on the model of rational action and the psychological 
theory of behavior, which hard to reconcile with the former. Bearing in mind 
the concept of habitual-rational action, the author also explains Gombrowicz’s 
duality of the determinants of human activity: the unrefl ective determinant 
associated with the society and the refl ective one connected to an individual, 
conscious I. Furthermore, the author refi nes Gombrowicz’s idea showing that 
not only do people act in an unrefl ective way under the infl uence of the society, 
but also an individual may act unrefl ectively in an isolated situation — these 
being habitual actions.

Th e author interprets selected concepts of the three spiritual human do-
mains — philosophy, social sciences and art — from the perspective of his 
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concept of habitual-rational action. It may serve as an argument justifying the 
search for not only the methodological unity of diff erent fi elds of human intel-
lectual activity, but also for the theoretical unity. A properly developed concept 
of habitual-rational action may become the basis for such a unity.


