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Chapter 8
An account of social norms

[S]ocial norms against noncompliance may [. . .] produce a
critical attitude toward rule violators. In such cases, the
judgment is not tied to self-interested motivations in a
particular social interaction but, rather, to a general
criticism of those who violate any social institution.

Institutions and social conflict
Jack Knight

In this chapter I develop an account of social norms. Doing so will close
one of the gaps of the conventionalist project. The explicated notion is one
that satisfies the pre-theoretic characterization of social norms (§1.2):

S0. A social norm is social: there are various not necessarily disjoint groups
including (i) a group E of enforcers and (ii) a group G of addressees.

S1. A social norm involves a pattern of activity: (i) there is a pattern R of
individual activities of the addressees, (ii) R determines for a range of
activities whether they are conforming or deviating, and (iii) at least on
some occasions, the addressees would behave in a way conforming to R.

S2. A social norm is prescriptive: A social norm is, in part, constituted by
a norm N which determines for a range of activities whether they are
prescribed, forbidden, or allowed. The norm N prescribes to conform to
R. N is enforced by the enforcers who accept it and have power over the
addressees.

S3. A social norm has a demanding character: The enforcers are in a position
to demand conformity to R from the addressees.
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232 Chapter 8. An account of social norms

S4. A social norm is relatively robust: in all near futures, the enforcers accept
the same norm and at least on some occasions, the addressees behave in a
way conforming to R.

On the basis of this characterization, I mostly agree with the quote of Jack
Knight (2004:72) used in the epigraph. But I would strengthen the claim:
All social norms produce a critical attitude against violators, if we under-
stand “critical attitude” in the sense of a normative attitude, as I will pro-
pose.

In the remainder of this chapter, I first introduce my notion of a social
norm in §8.1. In §8.2 I discuss selected topics with respect to (i) the dis-
tinction between recommendations and demands, (ii) the purpose of social
norms, (iii) kinds of social norms, and (iv) the relations between conventions
and social norms, finally introducing the notion of a normative convention.
I evaluate my proposal in §8.3. The chapter ends in §8.4 with a summary.

8.1 A notion of a social norm
To cut a long story short, I define a “rationalistic social norm” as follows
(other kinds are defined in §8.2.2):

There is a rationalistic social norm to conform to the pattern of activity R
among the members of a group G (addressees) enforced by members of a group E
(enforcers) accepting a system of norms N at time t in world w iff

RSN1. the enforcers have power over the addressees at t in w;

RSN2. according to N , the addressees are N -required to conform to R and N -
forbidden to deviate from R;

RSN3. each enforcer accepts a system of norms of which N is a part at t in w;

RSN4. the enforcers tend to sanction the addressees’ R-concerning behavior at
least partly because of (RSN3) their accepting N at t in w; and

RSN5. the addressees tend to behave according to R at least partly because of
(RSN4) the enforcers’ tendency to sanction their R-concerning behavior
at t in w.

“R-concerning behavior” in RSN4 is a shorthand for “behaviors that are
conforming to R or deviating from R.”

The definition is supposed to entail that minimal epistemic conditions
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are satisfied, namely that the enforcers are in a state of “awareness” of the
norms they accept and that the addressees are in a state of “awareness”
of the sanctioning behavior. But no stronger epistemic conditions need to
be satisfied (e.g. mutual/common knowledge/belief). The definition also
does not rule out that such stronger epistemic conditions are satisfied in
particular cases.

An example of a rationalistic social norm is the rule of the road: The
policemen are the enforcers; the drivers are the addressees. The police have
(institutional and physical) power over the drivers (RSN1). The policemen
accept a system of norms according to which driving right (R) is N -required
and deviations from it are N -forbidden (RSN2–3). Policemen tend to fine
deviations partly because they accept this system of norms (RSN4). The
drivers tend to drive right partly because they could be fined if they deviated
(RSN5).

The rule of the road is also a convention since there is a good alternative
to it (driving left) and since it is beneficial for everyone to drive right on
condition the others drive right. Hence, I will say that it is a normative
convention. The notion is introduced in §8.2.3.

In the next three sections, I elaborate on the clauses of the definition
relating to (i) power and social structure (RSN1), (ii) the notion of accepting
a norm (RSN2–3), and (iii) behavioral tendencies (RSN4–5).

8.1.1 Power and social structure

According to RSN1, the enforcers have power over the addressees. To make
sense of this clause I need to say first what power is. To do so, (i) I motivate
a popular conception from sociology and social psychology. (ii) In terms of
it, I explicate RSN1. (iii) I relate my proposal to a recent theory developed
by Peter Gärdenfors (1993) which inspired my proposal.

Power and its sources The notion of power I’m interested in comes from
Max Weber and relates to the ability to influence someone else’s behavior.1
In this sense, power is an irreflexive relation between persons. This seems
like a plausible start. For it avoids the pitfalls of understanding it as a

1Weber defined “power” in different ways. One of his characteristic formulations is: “the
ability of a person to impose one’s will on someone despite resistance,” see Weber’s Theory
of social and economic organization (Weber 1997:152).
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property as in “He’s powerful” or something very abstract as when we use
the noun “power” in “Power is bad.”

The Weberian conception of power goes well together with the concep-
tion of social structure in terms of a system of social relations. On that
understanding, power relations are one of the constituents of a society’s so-
cial structure. Since social norms entail a power relation, social norms are
a constituent of social structure, but not the sole one. For power relations
can be constituted merely by physical power. Hence they needn’t depend
on there being social norms.

In their classic study “The bases of social power”, The social psychol-
ogists John French and Bertram Raven studied how power relations are
constituted and which characteristic differences result from that.2 Their
classification is not uncontested. But it has aged quite well and is widely
accepted. For this reason, I rely on their classification:

• Positional power: The power an individual has in virtue of being in a
certain position within an organization.

• Referent power: The power an individual has in virtue of having charisma
and interpersonal skill to attract others and build loyalty.

• Expert power: The power an individual has in virtue of being skilled or
expert about something when the other is in need of these skills or expertise.

• Reward power: The power an individual has in virtue of her ability to
reward.

• Coercive power: The power an individual has in virtue of her ability to
punish, also by demoting or by withholding rewards.

Reward power and coercive power create incentives for the agents at
which the rewards and the coercion are directed. While it’s an interesting
question whether people are rather motivated by rewards or punishments,
I collapse the two under the name “sanction power” to simplify matters.
According to my definition of a social norm, enforcers of a social norm have
sanction power.

With regard to positional power, I think there is no reason to consider
the organizations to be formal. Let us widen the sense so as to include
informal organizations. Then we can conceive of positional power as one
which an individual has in virtue of certain social norms. (I’ll use this kind
of power to introduce arbitrators in §9.3.)

2See (French and Raven 1960).
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Moreover, often there are secondary effects. Think of a politician or a
medical doctor. In virtue of their institutional status, their power does not
extend to ordinary life outside the institutions. Yet, even if they don’t have
a special status in ordinary life, we often treat them as if they did. Hence
social structure can result as a secondary effect.

Explication of RSN1 For simplicity, I suggest to understand RSN1 on
an individual reading as in RSN1′:

RSN1. The enforcers have power over the addressees at t in w.

RSN1′. For all enforcers e and all addressees g: e has power over g at t in w.

This might be too strong and also too weak. It might be that not all
enforcers have power over any addressee. We could weaken the clause by
only requiring most enforcers to be so or by requiring that they are so on
average.

RSN1′ is also too weak: What happens if a coalition of addressees chal-
lenges the enforcers? If we are to allow for such situations, then it seems
that it might well be that a single enforcer is not powerful enough to answer
the challenge. So, for more complex situations one might want to consider
the following interpretation of RSN1:

RSN1′′. The enforcers could form a coalition that would together have power over
any coalition the addressees could possibly form.

On the basis of the individual reading RSN1′, it is only required that
the enforcers have power over the addressees. In particular, it’s not required
that the addressees intend to conform to the norm the enforcers accept. But
it’s compatible with RSN1′ that they have such an intention.

One should also not think that the enforcers use vast sanctioning power
to make the addressees conform to the social norm’s pattern of activity. If
the addressees depend on the enforcers in some ways, then it can be that
the enforcers never have to use their power.3 Also, imagined power is power
as long it disposes the addressees to act as the enforcers want. But such
situations are extremes of what is possible by RSN1′. Everyday situations
are likely somewhere in between.

3Emerson (1962) provides a theory of the relation between dependency and power.
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The effect of a realization of a power relation in a population is that
the enforcers may impose their will on the addressees. The definition leaves
open how the power relation is realized. It allows for different social power
structures. They can be egalitarian, dictatorial, or in-between. In the egali-
tarian case, the group of enforcers is identical to the group of addressees and
(almost) everyone has power over (almost) everyone else. In the dictatorial
case, one agent has power over all the others. Crucially, the groups E and
G needn’t be disjoint and may be identical.

Finally, the fact that in a population a certain power relation is realized
constitutes the groups of enforcers and addressees. Since populations can
change over time, we should impose some continuity principles so that we
can say that it’s still the same social norm even if a group has a new member
or loses an old one. I’ll ignore such complications.

Gärdenfors’ social power structures Peter Gärdenfors (1993) provides
a mathematical theory to solve Humpty Dumpty’s problem on the basis of
social choice theory and model theory. He explains what an expression in
a public language means in terms of (i) what the members of the relevant
population mean by the expression in their idiolects and on (ii) the social
power structure in the population. His basic approach is to assume that
linguistic meanings in the public language are collections of the individual’s
idiolectal meanings. Given a population of individuals possessing an idi-
olect, such a collection is determined by the social power structures in the
population. Social power structures are subsets of the population which are
decisive in the sense that they alone – independent of the rest – suffice to
determine the social meaning of an expression. In my terminology, such
members are both enforcers and arbitrators.

My account uses Gärdenfors’ idea to use power structures to determine
group-level outcomes: In clause RSN1 I require that the enforcers have
power over the addressees. Thereby, the former can impose their will upon
the latter. The will the enforcers have is characterized by the common part
of the systems of norms they accept (RSN2–3).

8.1.2 Norm expressivism and accepting a norm

In clauses RSN2 and RSN3 of the definition of a social norm, the norm-
expressivist theory of Allan Gibbard (1990, 2003) is used by stating that
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there is a certain system of norms that the enforcers accept. I’ll now intro-
duce Gibbard’s theory and then return to these clauses.

Gibbard’s theory Three central claims of Gibbard’s theory are:4

G1. We express normative attitudes with normative statements.

G2. Normative attitudes are a special type of conative mental states.

G3. Since normative attitudes are conative, normative statements do not have
a descriptive but an “imperative” character.

A comprehensive presentation of Gibbard’s norm expressivism would involve
several tasks. I focus on what directly pertains to my application: normative
attitudes.

To have a normative attitude is to accept a norm. Usually, norms come
in systems. To make this a little bit more substantial, we need to say what
a system of norms is and we need to explain what role a state of norm
acceptance has in an agent’s mental life.

A system N of norms can be characterized by a set of sentences formed
by a family of basic predicates “N -forbidden”, “N -optional”, and “N -
required” which apply to alternatives of a certain kind, e.g. actions or
activities. So, a sentence of a particular system of norms might be that
some action a is N -required. More complexe predicates can be constructed
from the basic ones. Gibbard considers “N -permitted” defined as “either
N -optional or N -required”.5 But what have such abstract systems to do
with normative attitudes agents A have? Gibbard’s answer is that they are
linked by a dyadic relation “A accepts N”:

For an agent to accept a system of norms is to be in a special type of
mental state. Gibbard suggests that this type is sui generis and cannot be
reduced to other mental states like beliefs, desires, and intentions. For my
purposes, it is not so important whether he is right about the sui generis
claim. So, I move on. Gibbard characterizes the state of accepting a norm
as follows:

The state of accepting a norm, in short, is identified by its place in a
syndrome of tendencies toward action and avowal [. . .] The syndrome

4Following Schulte (2008:183) who provides a systematic presentation of norm expres-
sivism.

5See (Gibbard 1990:86 ff.).
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that manifests accepting a norm takes in normative discussion and
normative governance. In this normative discussion, in unrestrained
contexts, one tends to avow the norm. One tends to be influenced by
the avowals of others, and to be responsive to their demands for con-
sistency. Normative governance by the norm is a tendency to conform
to it. Accepting a norm is whatever psychic state, if any, gives rise to
this syndrome of avowal of the norm and governance by it.

(Gibbard 1990:75)

So, the states of accepting a norm have two important characteristics:6
(i) The states have a role in the causation of actions, namely to act norm-
conformingly (Gibbard calls this aspect their “normative governance”). (ii)
The states have a role in normative discussions. The first characteristic is
a variant of motivational internalism which says that states of norm ac-
ceptance have a tendency to bring about norm-conforming behavior. This
explains the “normative pressure” of norms, especially, when a norm applies
to a circumstance and we are aware of it.

The second characteristic consists of two parts: (i) Such states have
the role of normative avowal (Gibbard 1990:73) which is to have the dis-
position to avow the norm in discussions. (ii) Such states have the role of
persuadability (p. 77) which is to have the disposition to adapt one’s own
normative attitudes when hearing normative utterances of others in certain
circumstances.7

This second role explains why groups of humans tend to reach consensus
on normative matters. The tendency to reach consensus has also beneficial
effects when people have to coordinate (pp. 64–68).

This characterization of a state of norm acceptance is quite vague. Pe-
ter Schulte (2009:165 ff.) points out that there is considerable disagreement
about the nature of normative attitudes. For definiteness, I’ll use Schulte’s
characterization (which should be understood as an improvement on Gib-
bard). According to Schulte, normative attitudes are conative mental states
which have the following characteristics (indicated by “N -want” below):8

6Here I am again drawing on (Schulte 2008:141 ff.).
7Persuadability is not the same as normative governance. Consider the norm according
to which it is forbidden to kill. To act norm-conformingly is to not kill people. But to
adopt this norm (by persuadability), is not to act norm-conformingly for the norm does
not require or make it optional to adopt it.

8See (Schulte 2008:160). Schulte pointed out to me in p.c. that Gibbard has never charac-
terized normative attitudes as explicitly as he did. In particular, the fourth characteristic
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NA1. Normative attitudes are logically combinable. Example: Suppose I N -want
to clean the kitchen on Sunday. I also N -want to write a letter on Tuesday.
Then I N -want to do both.

NA2. Normative attitudes are under consistency pressure. Example Suppose I
N -want to clean the kitchen on Sunday and to go to the football match.
But only one goal can be realized. Hence I N -want to give up one of my
N -wants.

NA3. Normative attitudes are generalizable. Example: Suppose I N -want you not
to harm other people. Then I N -want everyone not to do harm to them.

NA4. Normative attitudes are embedded in a hierarchy of higher-order normative
attitudes. Example: Suppose I N -want to clean the kitchen on Sunday.
Then I N -want to have this N -want.

Generalizability (NA3) results in normative attitudes of the form: “I N -
want to ϕ and I N -want you to ϕ!”, for some action ϕ and “you” ranging
over the members of some focal group, e.g. the addressees of a social norm.9

This is of importance to distinguish between moral and non-moral nor-
mative attitudes. Both kinds can be constituents of social norms. The
moral ones, I suggest, are addressed to anyone while non-moral ones are
addressed only to a focal group. In case of social norms I propose that the
focal group is the group of addressees.

From individual norm acceptance to social norms Let me now con-
nect individual norm acceptances to the definition of a social norm. The
idea is that norm acceptance explains why the enforcers tend to sanction
the addressees in case of conformity or deviation. This in turn has the role
to explain why the addressees tend to conform to the pattern of activity of
the social norm in question. This requires that the enforcers accept similar
enough systems of norms. I implement this idea by requiring that there is
a part they commonly accept:

of normative-attitudes deserves special attention. The characteristic is influenced by Hare
(Schulte 2008:137–141, 155). But it seems to me that Schulte’s explication is faithful to
Gibbard’s position.

9The form of normative wants is the same as the form of the (ordinary non-normative)
wants that Lewis requires for his definition of a proper coordination equilibrium. This
might explain why people took his definition of a convention to have a demandingly
normative character.



240 Chapter 8. An account of social norms

RSN2. According to N , the addressees are N -required to conform to R and N -
forbidden to deviate from R.

RSN3. Each enforcer accepts a system of norms of which N is a part at t in w.

RSN2 describes a system of norms N that is the commonly accepted
part of the systems of norms the enforcers accept according to RSN3. N is
the part according to which one ought to conform to the pattern of activity
R and not to deviate from it.

RSN3 requires that (enough) enforcers accept systems of norms which
have N as a shared part. There needn’t be one system of norms that
(almost) all enforcers accept. But whichever system of norms each of them
accepts, it must have N as a part.

8.1.3 Behavioral tendencies
The use of Gibbard’s norm expressivism gives us a mental characterization
of a social norm.10 But satisfying this condition wouldn’t be enough for
there to be a social norm. It would allow that there is a social norm which
is never conformed to by exhibiting a certain kind of overt behavior. In such
a situation, I think it would be wrong to say that there is a social norm.
Similar to the case of a convention, I suggest that we also impose behavioral
conditions in the definition of a social norm. I do so by including clauses
RSN4 and RSN5 in the definition of a rationalistic social norm:

RSN4. The enforcers tend to sanction the addressees’ R-concerning behavior at
least partly because of (RSN3) their accepting N at t in w.

RSN5. The addressees tend to behave according to R at least partly because of
(RSN4) the enforcers’ tendency to sanction their R-concerning behavior
at t in w.

RSN4 requires that the sanctioning behavior of the enforcers is explained
by their norm acceptances. Likewise, RSN5 requires that the addressees’
R-conforming behavior is explained by the enforcers’ sanctioning behavior.
The motivation of these requirements is that the enforcers’ and addressees’

10Gibbard’s notion is not devoid of behavioral consequences. He fixes the functional role of
the involved mental states as a partly motivational one. So, accepting a norm in Gibbard’s
sense normally implies that the agent accepting it exhibits conforming behavior. I use
a stronger behavioral condition that relates to the enforcers and addressees of a social
norm.
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behavioral tendencies should not merely be contingent upon the existence
of a social norm. The sanctioning behavior should depend on the norm
acceptances and the addressees’ R-conforming behavior should depend on
the enforcers’ sanctioning behavior.

I explicate sanctioning behavior as a kind of behavior that reinforces
the addressees to conform to the social norm’s pattern of activity. It can
be realized in different ways. A few examples are: A teacher might put
red marks on the pupil’s homework. Someone might correct someone else’s
behavior. One might praise the behavior of someone.

To achieve some generality, we should not commit ourselves to a specific
type of sanctioning behavior. The proposed explication has this virtue.
As a further general constraint we should impose the following condition:
The same kind of behavior has more or less the same effect among enough
addressees. Thereby, a punishment is a punishment for enough addressees.
Otherwise, it could be that the sanctioning behavior has to be sensitive to
the particular addressee. While it’s readily conceivable that such sanctions
would be effective, they don’t seem to be the kind of behavior which is
typically elicited when a social norm is reinforced. Moreover, there is a
reason why there are sanctioning behaviors that satisfy the constraint: If
the addressees share enough of their psychological makeup, then normally
there will be things that are pleasant and unpleasant for all of them.

Degree of conforming behavior With respect to RSN4 and RSN5,
there is the question how many of the members of the respective group
have to exhibit the respective behavior and how often so. Since we’re not
guided by a precise theory, my answer is vague. It seems that we should
not demand that the relevant agents always exhibit the relevant behavior.
If we assume that human behavior is by and large guided by economic con-
straints, then we would expect that the addressees conform to the pattern of
activity at least so often that conforming less would yield a lower expected
utility (which may in part be determined by the expectation of sanctions).
By the same token, we would also expect that the addressees don’t conform
to the pattern of activity more often if doing so would yield a lower expected
utility. Likewise, it seems plausible to assume that the enforcers’ frequency
to sanction depends on what is at stake. That is, the addressees conform in
this sense often enough. Likewise the enforcers sanction often enough. But
how many of the addressees and of the enforcers do so? On this topic I side
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with Lewis who proposed “almost all” (Lewis 2002:78 ff.). (Arguably, an
“enough of them”-formulation could be defended. But it would lead to com-
plications which are not worth it for my application: (i) The power-relation
between the enforcers and addressees would become even more complex.
(ii) The interaction with the degree of conformity would make it less clear
what the conditions RSN4 and RSN5 amount to.)

8.2 Discussion
According to my definition of a rationalistic social norm, social norms are
socially enforced norms. This brings several topics into focus: (i) How is
the demanding character of social norms explained? (ii) Are there other
important kinds of social norms besides the rationalistic social norms? (iii)
What are the relations between conventions and social norms? (iv) Which
purposes do social norms have?

The two key influences on which my account is based are Allan Gibbard’s
theory and the theory of Peter Gärdenfors (1993). For my account of social
norms, their theories can be seen as complementary: Gibbard develops a
theory of what it is for an individual to accept (a system of) norms. Thereby,
the demanding character of social norms can be explained (see below). I
extended Gibbard’s theory to what it is for a group to have a social norm by
drawing on Gärdenfors’ idea that social power structures determine group-
level outcomes. In short: Gibbard explains normativity and Gärdenfors
explains the effects of power for the group.

8.2.1 Recommendations and demands

One difference between conventions and social norms is that (i) conforming
behavior can be demanded in case of social norm but not necessarily in case
of a convention. (ii) In case of a convention, conforming behavior can be
recommended but not necessarily in case of a social norm (§1.2).

This distinction is one of the kind of directive speech act that can be
performed. The question is how it is to be explained. Linguistically, we can
often use the same means, namely uttering an imperative:

(1) You ought to do action A in situation S!

(2) Do A in S!
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Since we can use utterances of both kinds to recommend and to demand
something, linguistic tests don’t seem to be sufficient for an explanation of
the distinction. A better explanation is required. The most illuminating
analysis of the distinction between recommendations and demands I know
is by Peter Schulte (2009), based on his thesis (Schulte 2008).11

Schulte (2009:164) proposes that the difference between recommenda-
tions and demands can be analyzed using a modification of what he calls
“standard speech act theory” that is, the speech act theory by Searle and
Vanderveken (1985). Using speech act theory, Schulte argues that the stan-
dard analysis does not explain the different normative characters of rec-
ommendations and demands (pp. 163–164). He agrees with the analysis of
demands in terms of a speaker’s wants, whether they are ordinary wants or
normative wants.12 In contrast to normative wants, ordinary wants needn’t
satisfy conditions N1–4 of normative wants (§8.1.2) and thus can be incon-
sistent and non-generalizable.

Schulte extends the analysis for recommendations and demands by sug-
gesting that their difference is (at least in part) due to their different sin-
cerity conditions. The sincerity condition of a speech act is the condition
that must be satisfied in order for a speech act to count as sincere.

According to the proposal of Schulte (2009:163), the sincerity conditions
are constituted by the following types of wants:

(3) Recommendations: What I would want to do if I were in exactly the same
situation as you.13

11For alternative analyses of the distinction see chapter 6 (in particular pp. 190–200) in
(Schulte 2008). Schulte considers and convincingly rejects alternative analyses in terms
of (i) Kant’s distinction between categorial and hypothetical imperatives, (ii) Mill’s and
Gibbard’s idea of typical emotional reactions, and (iii) standard speech act theory.

12In this context, we should understand “want” in “the widest sense of the term” (Schulte
2009:165), including all sorts of pro-attitudes (or conative states): wants, desires, inten-
tions, and – importantly – normative attitudes.

13There are questions as to how one should understand that an advisor “is in exactly the
same situation as” her addressee. Gibbard (1990:18 ff.) distinguishes between recom-
mending and advising. The former consists in making best use the limited information
one has. The latter is acting in full awareness of every relevant fact. Gibbard suggests
that advising is more than rationality demands (and recommendingly normative wants
are the wants of rationality). I agree. Hence, to be “in exactly the same situation” as the
addressee is then to be in a situation in which one has the same beliefs, desires, etc. The
advisor can evaluate the addressee’s beliefs, desires, etc. in terms of their consistency,
strength, and feasibility given the addressee’s means to realize them.
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(4) Demands: What I want you to do.

Schulte calls the wants of recommendations “conditional” and the wants of
demands “unconditional.” The idea is now that the distinction between the
two kinds of wants explains the distinction between recommendations and
demands.

The latter distinction is analyzed in terms of the types of mental states
sincere directive speech acts express. Following standard speech act theory,
the relation is established as follows: A speech act A expresses a mental state
M if and only if M constitutes the sincerity condition of A (p. 165). So,
recommendations express conditional wants and demands express uncondi-
tional wants. Since the wants can be ordinary or normative, the distinction
can be made finer: Ordinary recommendations express conditional ordinary
wants and ordinary demands express unconditional ordinary wants. Like-
wise, normative recommendations express conditional normative wants and
normative demands express unconditional normative wants. The distinction
between the two normative directive speech act types explains the speech
act difference between oughts with a recommending character and oughts
with a demanding character.

Applying the analysis to conventions and social norms On the ba-
sis of the explanation of the difference between normative recommendations
and demands, the difference in the normative character between conven-
tions and social norms can also be explained: In case of a social norm, the
enforcers accept a system of norms according to which the addressees are
N -required to conform to the pattern of activity R of the social norm. By
accepting a system of norms, they have the required normative attitudes
to sincerely make normative demands. Moreover, they have power over the
addressees. Thus, they are in a position to make normative demands. This
needn’t be so in case of a convention since the existence of a convention nei-
ther implies there being a certain power relation nor that its parties accept
such systems of norms.

In case of a convention, however, it’s beneficial for each party to a con-
vention to do their part in it. Indeed, it seems plausible to say that it’s
recommendable to do one’s part. At least in case of a rationalistic conven-
tion, the parties to it have a want to conform on condition the others do as
well. Thus, they have a conditional normative want. Things are slightly dif-
ferent in a case of rationally justifiable and dispositional conventions where
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it seems plausible to say that its parties needn’t have normative wants but
only ordinary wants.

In case of a social norm, the normative wants of the enforcers that the
addressees conform to the pattern of activity needn’t be recommendable.

8.2.2 Kinds of social norms

In case of a convention, it was helpful to distinguish between rationalis-
tic, rationally justifiable, and dispositional conventions (§1.2). An obvious
question is whether there are corresponding kinds of social norms, besides
the rationalist social norms I’ve defined.

Rationally justifiable social norms I think there is a coherent notion of
a rationally justifiable social norm. Plausibly, such social norms can exist
among agents whose psychology is so that they could have the required
normative attitudes. Moreover, while they’re disposed to exhibit patterns
which are typical for accepting a social norm, it might be that they don’t
have them (but could acquire them). If this sounds plausible, we can define
a “rationally justifiable social norm” by changing RSN3 of the definition of
a rationalistic social norm to JSN3 (“JSN” for “rationally justifiable social
norm”):

JSN3. Each enforcer could accept a system of norms of which N is a part at t in
w.

Dispositional quasi-social norms I think there is no coherent notion of
a dispositional social norm. For plausibly, conditions N1–4 that normative
attitudes have to satisfy (§8.1.2) imply an rationalistic agent conception.
Consider the following example:

(5) “Dumb” agents of a community are disposed to behave in a certain way
while some of them are also disposed to sanction conformity and deviations.

In such a scenario, I think we should not require that the agents have norma-
tive attitudes. For the cognitive mechanisms that explain their dispositions
can be simpler than the ones required for normative attitudes.

We can, of course, introduce a related notion which could be called “dis-
positional quasi-social norms” which results from the definition of a ratio-
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nalistic social norm by dropping clauses RSN2 and RSN3 and by dropping
the “because”-parts of RSN4:

There is a dispositional quasi-social norm to conform to the pattern of activity
R among the members of a group G (addressees) enforced by members of a group
E (enforcers) at time t in world w iff

DSN1. the enforcers have power over the addressees at t in w;

DSN2. the enforcers tend to sanction the addressees’ R-concerning behavior at t
in w; and

DSN3. the addressees tend to behave according to R at least partly because of
(DSN2) the enforcers’ tendency to sanction their R-concerning behavior
at t in w.

In case of a dispositional quasi-social norm, the observable behavior of the
involved agents might be very similar to the observable behavior in case of
rationalistic and rationally justifiable social norms. The case can only be
settled by examining the agents’ attitudes: Are they normative or not? If
they aren’t, then there can only be a dispositional quasi-social norm among
them. If the attitudes are normative, then there can be a rationalistic or
rationally justifiable social norm among them.

8.2.3 Relations between social norms and conventions

Separating social norms from conventions creates the impression that the
two notions are unrelated. But they are not. In this section, I work through
the following sequence of claims: (i) Conventions and social norms can
exist independently. (ii) While they can exist independently, the existence
of a social norm is compatible with the existence of a convention. I flesh
out this idea by introducing the notion of a normative convention. (iv)
There is a tendency that conventions become normative conventions. (v)
The distinction between conventions and social norms helps to clarify the
normativity debate about “conventions”.

Independence of conventions and social norms Let us define a coun-
terpart of a social norm (convention) to be a convention (social norm) which
has the same pattern of activity as the original social norm (convention).
From the pre-theoretic characterizations of conventions and social norms
the following claims follow:
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(6) The existence of a social norm does not imply the existence of a counterpart.

(7) The existence of a convention does not imply the existence of a counterpart.

(6) follows since social norms need not have an alternative. (7) follows
since the existence of a convention implies neither the existence of a power
relation nor that there are people who have the characteristic normative
attitudes of social norms.

Normative conventions While conventions and social norms can exist
independently, their existence is compatible. To this end, let us introduce
the notion of a normative convention which is, in a sense, a combination of
a convention and a social norm:

A pattern of activity R is a normative convention among the members of a
group G at time t in world w iff

1. R is a conventional pattern among the members of a group G at time t in
world w; and

2. there is a systems of norms N such that there is a social norm to conform
to R among the members of G enforced by its members accepting a system
of norms N at time t in world w.

That is to say, a normative convention is a convention with a social norm
that enforces conformity to its pattern of activity with the special feature
that the enforcers = the addressees (= the arbitrators; §9.3).

Since a normative convention is a convention, (i) there exists a good
alternative to the conventional pattern of activity, (ii) it’s beneficial to con-
form for each party to it on condition that the others do, and (iii) it’s
recommendable to conform (a consequence of (ii)).

Since a normative convention is a social norm, the parties to it can be
demanded to conform. Hence, a normative convention has both a recom-
mending and a demanding character.

It seems to me that the informal rule of the road14 and many linguistic
rules are such normative conventions.

We could have defined normative conventions differently. For example,
instead of the special feature, one could have allowed for enforcers that

14The informal rule of the road is just an evolved behavior which is governed by a social
norm. In contrast, many countries have institutionalized it: The legislators are the arbi-
trators which are distinct from enforcers (= the citizens having executive power, among
them being policemen).
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are not addressees. But it seems to me that for the normativity debates
concerning (i) conventions and (ii) semantic normativity, this particular
notion of a normative convention is the interesting one. (I’ll return to the
second topic in the next chapter.)

From conventions to normative conventions The conceptual rela-
tions between conventions, social norms, and normative conventions are
rather weak. On their own, they fail to explain a stronger connection we
observe between them: conventions tend to become normative in the sense
that (i) agents start to evaluate behavior not only with respect to its con-
formity but also with respect to its correctness or appropriateness, and (ii),
sanction mechanisms begin to be established.15 In short, conventions tend
to become normative conventions.

Establishing the connection is not difficult. We can simply state the
following hypothesis:16

C-NC. Other things being equal, when a convention becomes entrenched among
human members, it becomes a normative convention.

It would be interesting to have an explanation why C-NC is true, if it is.
For it has the following consequence for the conventionalist project: As
soon as a linguistic convention becomes entrenched, it becomes a normative
convention, thereby having a demanding character. Hence, the prediction
would be that linguistic conventions have no demanding character just so
long as they are not entrenched. To me, there seems to be a point to this.
Consider someone coining a neologism or a situation where the participants
just want to communicate and have established a new means to do so. In
such a scenario, it seems that the participants are thereby not in a position
to make a normative demand; otherwise, it seems that they are.

But it seems that the explanation of the truth of C-NC is not obvious.
For example one might think that C-NC could be explained by a tendency
of humans to have normative attitudes towards stable social behavior (con-
ventions, normative conventions, and social norms):

15This has been pointed out with different levels of endorsement e.g. by Lewis (2002:97–100)
and Ullmann-Margalit (1977:88 ff.).

16Huttegger (2007) implicitly takes this hypothesis for granted; §7.2.2.
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(8) Other things being equal, humans tend to accept systems of norms according
to which the stable social behavior that prevails ought to prevail.17

But while (8) would be an interesting explanation, it’s implausible. For
example, it seems that if there ever has been a Hobbesian state of nature,
then people wanted to escape it. And should we really believe that Karl
Marx thought that the economic organization of the world he lived in ought
to remain as it was? If not, it seems that (8) is wrong. Maybe the thing to
do is to look for more moderate explanations, e.g. by only trying to explain
why it is so in case of linguistic conventions. Be that as it may, I leave C-NC
unexplained.

The normativity debate about “conventions” In §1.2 I mentioned a
reason for separating conventions from social norms: Accepting the distinc-
tion has the advantage of clarifying the normativity debates about “conven-
tions”.

I’d like to substantiate this claim now. In my terminology I can say
that what is ordinarily called a “convention” is sometimes a convention,
sometimes a social norm, and sometimes a normative convention.

Lewis talked about conventions since he thought of them as solutions to
recurring coordination problems (chapter 4) which only involve prudential
oughts which do not have a demandingly-normative character.

Gilbert’s examples are mostly about social norms. Two typical example
of hers are: (i) “The convention in this department is that we dress formally
for department meetings” (Gilbert 2008:6) and (ii) “there’s a convention in
this community that after a dinner party one sends a ‘thank-you’ note to
one’s host” (Gilbert 1983:392 ff.). It seems to me that the best way to make
sense of these examples is by saying that they are used to report a social
norm.

Finally, what Kemmerling (1976:129 ff.) seems to suggest is that the
relevant notion of a convention is the notion of a normative convention. For
he wants that what he calls “convention” is such that (i) it has a rational
alternative and is such that (ii) each member can demand conformity to it.

17Sugden (2004:§8.3) seems to accept a proposal along these lines: If agents have expec-
tations about the others’ behavior, then they resent when the others frustrate their ex-
pectations by deviating from the prevailing stable social behaviors. Sugden explains such
resentments as being a “primitive human response” (p. 154).
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This is why I think the proponents in the normativity debate about con-
ventions are talking past each other. Since there are interesting conceptual
relations between these notions, I think they are talking past each other in
an interesting way.

8.2.4 Purposes of social norms

Conventions are beneficial for their members. In case of social norms, this
needn’t be so. For the enforcers can impose their will on the addressees if
they are powerful enough. Why then are social norms maintained (or, in
other words, relatively robust)? To answer the question, we need to say
what their purposes are. Their purposes can be classified in two classes,
one relating to behavior and the other relating to reasoning.

Social norms as incentives for conforming to patterns of activity
Social norms help to bring about or maintain social arrangements, irrespec-
tive of how good or bad they are. Such a social arrangement can also consist
in something not being the case. In this case, the social norm can be said to
help prevent that a certain state of affairs obtains. Since the social arrange-
ment can be desired by one and be disliked by another, social norms can
both help to further personal goals as well as help to go against someone’s
goals.

In particular we can say that a social norm creates a motivation to
conform to the pattern of activity of the social norm. For human psychology
is such as to avoid punishment and to seek reward.18 In case of a social norm,
the enforcers have normative wants that the addressees behave conformingly.
Hence, deviations tend to evoke resentment and conformity praise in their
bearers.

In some cases, the punishments and rewards can have a highly regular
nature, namely if they are implemented by means of a sanction mechanism.
Or they can be flakier or be even suppressed because the sanctioning be-
havior is outranked by other goals the enforcers have – how much so is an
empirical question.

Expectations of punishments and rewards strengthen their effects. Ex-
pectation of a punishment tends to evoke evasive behavior. Likewise, ex-

18This claim seems to be analytical. Nevertheless, it seems also to be rather well supported
by empirical results; see e.g. Rolls’ The brain and emotion (Rolls 2004).
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pectation of a reward tends to make behavior which triggers it more likely.
Hence, the expectation of the stick and the carrot makes the addressees
conform even if no punishment or reward is present in some cases.

Since punishments and rewards change the agents’ preferences, we might
think of a social norm as a means for norm-conforming behavior, or as some-
thing that creates an incentive structure for norm-conforming behavior. As
such we can think of social norms as transformations of games (in the game
theory sense of game). This view was pioneered by Ullmann-Margalit (1977)
and further developed by Bicchieri (2006).19 Basically, if the rewards and
the punishments are high enough, any strategy profile in the untransformed
game can become stable.20

The general function of social norms as an incentive for conformity to
a pattern of activity can be more specialized in certain cases: If the social
arrangement of a social norm is a public good, its function is to prevent bad
outcomes and/or to yield Pareto efficiency.

The function can also be to shortcut normative reasoning. Sometimes,
we can think things through and come to a conclusion after a long delib-
eration. Social norms can make such conclusions focal and save the cost of
thinking something through. For example, if one takes a test and considers
cheating, one might just stick to what one ought to do according to the
social norm, namely not to cheat. Or one might think it through by consid-
ering what kind of person one wants to be, how successful cheating would
be, and what the risks are, and reason from there towards the conclusion
that one ought not to cheat.

But nothing in the definition of a social norm ties it to a public good.
A social norm can simply be an instrument for people with kinky attitudes:
a social norm can please perverts who derive joy from exerting power. Or
it can still the hunger for submission of masochists. Or it might be in-
strumental for people desiring to show off by being able to correct others’
wrongdoings.

Social norms as a regulation device for coordination Often it is
desired to steer a group in a certain direction or to regulate their conduct

19See also (Magen 2005) for a recent overview of related research in behavioral law and
economics.

20A theorem which only depends on punishments has been proved by Boyd and Richerson’s
Punishment allows the evolution of cooperation (or anything else) in sizable groups (Boyd
and Richerson 1992).
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– in action and attitude. Run-of-the mill coordination games like two per-
son’s meeting at one of two places illustrate the importance of regulation
in action. But also regulation of attitudes, and of particular judgment, is
important. We care about seeing the world in similar ways. We prefer to
have people with the same ideology around us and generally dislike people
with an ideology which is too different from ours. We care for agreement in
judgment. Old and also new cases should be classified in the same ways. (I
won’t try to explain why we seem to have such attitudes.)

Social norms help us to achieve these ends. They are a regulation device.
The nature of normative wants is such as to strive for uniformity among
people. In particular, normative wants tend to shape preferences in a certain
“matching” way. This is so at the agent-level because normative wants are
under a consistency pressure. Moreover, uniformity (and sometimes strong
opposition) across communicating groups of agents can be expected because
of the avowal of norms (§8.1.2). Their avowal furthers agreement (and
sometimes disagreement) in judgment in combination with the consistency
pressure. Over time, we can expect that certain ideologies converge while
others become more sharply opposed. What wins in the end is hard to
predict (but the dynamics of some models is well understood).21 So, another
general function of social norms is to shape reasoning and judgments.

From functions to relative robustness From a speculation on the
functions of social norms it’s still a long way to an explanation of their rela-
tive robustness. One guess would be to think that social norms are somehow
beneficial to both the enforcers and the addressees. But this doesn’t seem
to be true for all social norms. For some of them seemingly don’t have a
benefit: Why do we pay a tip in a restaurant that we don’t expect to visit
again and why don’t we litter if nobody sees us (Frank 1988)? Moreover,
even if having social norms is often beneficial, it does not follow that it’s al-
ways so. In case of an evolved mechanism to have norms, e.g. along the lines
of Sripada and Stich (2006), we should even expect that such a mechanism
“misfires” from time to time by accepting a norm that shouldn’t be ac-
cepted. For these reasons, I don’t want to commit myself to an explanation

21See for example the survey of Burke and Young (2009). They discuss evolutionary models
of social norms under the label of “local conformity/global diversity effect” (Young 1998):
the often observed phenomenon that populations tend to be locally uniform but globally
diverse.
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of the relative robustness of social norms.
But it follows from the structure of the proposed definition of a social

norm that if a social norm is relatively robust, then (i) the power-relation
among the enforcers and addresses and (ii) the norm acceptance of the en-
forcers are relatively robust. Hence, to make social norms relatively robust,
we have to strengthen these two conditions accordingly.

8.3 Evaluation

My account of social norms is not fully adequate. For its application to
meaning in virtue of social norms and semantic normativity, it is good
enough. The account’s strength is the explanation of (semantic) normativ-
ity. Let’s establish the weaknesses by going through the list of desiderata:

DesN1. The account must be faithful to the pre-theoretic characterizations of a
social norm (S0–4 in §1.2) and of normativity (N1–3 in §1.1.3).

The account presented in this chapter does not yet fully satisfy DesN1 since
arbitrators are ignored. (They will be added in §9.3.) Otherwise the defini-
tion of a rationalistic social norm and of a rationally justifiable social norm
satisfy the pre-theoretic characterization of a social norm. To explain rela-
tive robustness we have to assume additionally that the power relation and
the norm acceptances are relatively robust (§8.2.4). These assumptions can-
not be explained theory internally and are in need of further justification.
Finally, Gibbard’s theory explains normativity in an adequate way.

DesN2. The account must provide an answer to the question what (social) norms
and normativity are.

Social norms according to my account are complex entities that are indi-
viduated both behaviorally (prescribed pattern of activity and sanctioning
behavior) and psychically (norm acceptance). Norms are explained on the
basis of Gibbard’s norm expressivism. They are abstract entities (sets of
sentences from deontic logic). Normativity is explained on the basis of
Gibbard’s theory and Schulte’s explanation of the distinction between rec-
ommendations and demands.

DesN3. The account must provide a taxonomy of the kinds of (social) norms there
are.
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In this chapter, I’ve introduced rationalistic social norms and rationally jus-
tifiable social norms. Moreover, I defined dispositional quasi-social norms
which are, strictly speaking, not social norms since the enforcers are not
required to accept norms. In the next chapter, I’ll introduce more kinds:
linguistic social norms, expert social norms. This is not a complete taxon-
omy but covers the important ones for the conventionalist project.

DesN4. The account must provide an answer to the question what kinds of epis-
temic states are involved in a (social) norm.

According to my account, only minimal epistemic conditions have to be sat-
isfied: enforcers need to be aware of their norm acceptances and addressees
need to be aware of the sanctioning behavior.

DesN5. It must be possible that in a human population social norms are created,
learned, sustained, and changed.

Plausibly, humans can satisfy the conditions for a rationalistic social norm.
Moreover, if a subgroup in a human population starts to have power and
its members accept suitably similar systems of norms, they can enforce a
certain behavior and a social norm is created. If they lose power and/or
they stop accepting these systems of norms, then the social norm ceases to
exist.

DesN6. The dynamics of (social) norms must be explained.

I offer no explanation to meet this last desideratum. As pointed out in
§8.1.1, I assume that populations remain unchanged. This assumption
should eventually be dropped. Since my account is inspired by work in
social psychology and social choice theory, it should in principle be possible
to provide the desired explanations.

8.4 Summary

In this chapter, I’ve discussed an account of social norms that conceives of
them as socially enforced norms. To this end, a notion of a rationalistic
social norm was introduced from which other notions were defined, among
them normative conventions which share elements of conventions and social
norms.
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The outcome is that social norms became less similar to conventions.
This pointed out that the connections between conventions, social norms,
and normative conventions should be studied. But in particular the ten-
dency that conventions become normative conventions resisted an easy ex-
planation.




