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Abstract

I study various puzzles arising from the idea that social norms are rational equilibria. This means that

following these rules is rational for each of us, as long as we expect most other people to adhere to them.

The puzzles concern (1) whether rule-following is rational, (2) whether we can be rationally motivated by

our expectations of other people’s attitudes and actions, (3) whether these expectations are stable enough

to sustain an equilibrium, and (4) whether we see these equilibria as genuine norms, that is, as behaviors

we ought to follow. I give a positive answer to all these questions based on the idea that norms are closely

tied to cultural practices, that is, socially learned ways of acting that mediate our access to social goods such

as reputation, esteem, and status. Rule-following is a rational way of partaking in certain practices, which

we do expecting to receive approval from others. Moreover, these expectations endure among us because we

teach them to newcomers to our groups, thereby establishing them as shared norms.
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Introduction

In the last two years, I’ve spent quite a lot of time in a coffee shop near my apartment. I like to get there

early—the place opens at 7 a.m., seven days a week—sit down at a quiet table in a corner and write for

2 or 3 hours—or at least try to. From my table, I can see the front door and, a few steps away, the long

wooden counter with the Italian espresso machine, the drip maker, and the industrial coffee grinder. Early

mornings in the shop are typically quiet. Every once in a while, the odd customer will come in, greet the

staff, order their drink, and get going. Between 8 a.m. and 9 a.m., however, it’s rush hour. Customers start

pouring into the shop, and very quickly, a long line forms, stretching from the register out to the storefront.

Sometimes, two people standing in line will recognize and greet each other, but for the most part, the line

consists of strangers, and there’s no conversation. People patiently wait in line, often engrossed in their

phones. Fortunately for all, the line moves quickly, and everyone gets their coffee within just a few minutes.

Scenes like this are so common in our lives that we usually take them for granted. If we ever stopped

to think about them, however, they would surely fill us with awe. Here we have a group of strangers who

manage to coordinate their actions subtly and effectively without any planning or communication. Coming

into the shop, everyone wants to get their coffee as quickly as possible, but this tension or conflict in what

different people want rarely leads to quarrels or fights breaking out between them. Instead, without having

to be told what to do, each person knows exactly how to act so that everyone eventually gets what they

want. Witnessing this feat of social coordination, the proverbial Martian scientist might be excused if he

stands in puzzlement and wonder.

This dissertation is about the social tools we use to achieve these forms of collective, coordinated action.

In the coffee shop and countless other social situations, we rely on social norms to help us figure out what to

do. These unwritten, unspoken rules, such as the rule that one should stand in line and wait for one’s turn

to be served, are truly the bread and butter of social life: They’re fundamental to our collective sustenance

and flourishing, yet they’re so commonplace as to be easily overlooked.

Social norms are fundamental to social life because they create a social choreography that allows us to

live together peacefully and productively (Gintis, 2010). Thanks to these rules, we can get our coffee in the
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morning by standing in line at the coffee shop, drive to work by following the traffic signs on the road, work

together by each performing their assigned task or role, and enjoy the fruits of our joint labor by dividing

them up fairly and equitably. Social norms are so central to our way of life that, even if some of them are

outright unjust, destructive, or harmful, we all recognize that a life with norms is much better than a life

without them—that a life without the social choreography they create would be chaos and mayhem. We

want to get rid of bad norms, of course. But we wouldn’t dream of getting rid of norms altogether.

Looked at closely, however, social norms turn out to be deeply puzzling phenomena. Norms, in a word, are

mysterious beasts (Brennan et al., 2013, p. 2). Although they make our groups and societies tick, we don’t

fully grasp exactly what they are, where they come from, and why we follow them.

In the social sciences, social norms have long been regarded as a fundamental element of social order and

a key determinant of human behavior. Indeed, norms are among the core resources—the “nuts and bolts,”

as Jon Elster (1989b) calls them—that social scientists use to explain and predict human social action. For

example, in the opening paragraphs of The Rules of the Sociological Method, Émile Durkheim insists on

the importance of norms for our social behavior. As he writes, “[w]hen I fulfill my obligations as brother,

husband, or citizen, when I execute my contracts, I perform duties which are defined, externally to myself

and my acts, in law and in custom. Even if they conform to my own sentiments and I feel their reality

subjectively, such reality is still objective, for I did not create them; I merely inherited them through my

education” (1964, p. 57) Unsurprisingly, social norms crop up everywhere in the social sciences. Among

many other things, social scientists invoke norms to explain why people treat strangers fairly (Henrich et al.,

2005), why employers pay wages above market levels (Akerlof, 1982), why white men are more violent in

the US South than in the North (Nisbett and Cohen, 1996), and why people vote in democratic elections

(Knack, 1992).

But even in the social sciences, social norms are often met with perplexity, even skepticism. In an

oft-quoted passage, for example, sociologist Jack Gibbs remarks that “no concept is invoked more often by

social scientists in explanations of human behavior than ‘norm.’ However, despite the plethora of ‘normative’

explanations, the conceptual treatment of norms remains unsatisfactory” (1968, p. 208)

To begin with, talk of social norms often seems metaphysically suspect. As the above Durkheim quote

might suggest, norms can easily look like “spooky” social entities existing over and above individuals and

their interactions. Further, even if we grant that there’s nothing metaphysically spooky about norms, it’s

still not clear exactly what individual-level facts are necessary and sufficient for a norm to exist in a group or

how these facts first get established. Lastly, even accepting that social norms are often present in our lives,

it’s not clear why we are so wont to adhere to them, especially when doing so often seems to go against our
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rational self-interest. As many economists have wondered, why do we bother doing such things as leaving a

tip at a roadside diner we know we’ll never visit again or cleaning up after ourselves after having a picnic at

the park (Altman, 2012)?

In light of these worries, we might be tempted to conclude that social scientists are better off without

employing the concept. That is, we might be tempted to become “eliminativists” about social norms, just as

some philosophers are eliminativists about folk-psychological entities like beliefs, desires, and intentions. In

the philosophy of mind, eliminativists argue that, since mind-body dualism is untenable and folk psychology

is befuddled by conceptual and methodological problems, we should do without folk psychological notions.

Likewise, we might be tempted to think that, since dualism about the social world is untenable—there are

no “social substances” over and above individuals—, we should do without the notion of norms, seeing as it

is plagued by conceptual and methodological difficulties.

But perhaps becoming eliminativists about norms would be too quick. For there is a way of understanding

norms in philosophy that promises to assuage many of the worries just mentioned. This way of thinking

about norms goes back at least to David Hume. In his famous discussion of the rules of justice and the

institution of property in Book 3 of the Treatise, Hume writes:

I observe, that it will be for my interest to leave another in the possession of his goods, provided he

will act in the same manner with regard to me. He is sensible of a like interest in the regulation

of his conduct. When this common sense of interest is mutually express’d, and is known to

both, it produces a suitable resolution and behaviour. And this may properly enough be call’d a

convention or agreement betwixt us, tho’ without the interposition of a promise; since the actions

of each of us have a reference to those of the other, and are perform’d upon the supposition, that

something is to be perform’d on the other part. (2007, p. 3.2.10; emphasis in the original)

As contemporary readers often point out, this passage contains an early formulation of a powerful and

influential idea—namely, the idea that social norms can be understood as rational equilibria. Social norms

are a particular type of social arrangement where each person in a group has a rational interest in following

a certain rule provided she expects everyone else to follow it, too. For each person, it makes rational sense

to stand in line, stop at traffic lights, do her part at work, and take only her fair share of the collective goods

if she believes others will act in the same ways and expect her to act in these ways, too.

This equilibrium theory of norms, as I call it, is immensely influential in philosophy and adjacent dis-

ciplines. After Hume, it was taken up by David Lewis in his pioneering game-theoretic account of social

conventions, and it has been articulated in different ways by different theorists since Lewis. Among contem-
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porary writers, it features prominently in the work of Cristina Bicchieri, Ken Binmore, Philip Pettit, Robert

Sugden, Edna Ullmann-Margalit, and Peyton Young, among others.

The equilibrium theory promises to dispel the puzzles surrounding the nature, origin, and efficacy of

norms. Norms, it turns out, aren’t spooky supra-individual social substances. At bottom, norms are nothing

but arrangements of individuals whose beliefs, preferences, and plans are in equilibrium. These equilibria

may come to exist in different ways. Hume himself believed that a norm like our rule of respect for each

other’s property can emerge out of a process of social evolution in which the rule “arises gradually, and

acquires force by a slow progression, and by our repeated experience of the inconveniences of transgressing

it” (2007, p. 3.2.10). Once a norm is established, however, people are willing to adhere to it simply because

doing so is rational for them. Following the norm satisfies their preferences or desires, at least relative to

their beliefs, which include beliefs about other people’s desires and beliefs. By putting these ideas in place,

the equilibrium theory of norms seems to defuse the threat of eliminativism about social norms.

Despite its promise, however, the equilibrium theory gives rise to a host of philosophical puzzles of its own.

Indeed, over the last few decades, different problems for the view have been raised here and there by various

critical commentators. One of the central tasks of my dissertation is identifying and properly formulating

these different challenges. Across the four essays that follow, I identify and articulate four different puzzles

or problems for the equilibrium theory of social norms:

(1) The Guidance Problem (aka The Rule-following Dilemma), discussed in Chapter 1—According to the

equilibrium theory, norm-guided action is rational action. The Guidance Problem suggests that norm-guided

action isn’t rational because norms or rules can’t ever rationalize one’s actions. Whenever a rule applies to

one’s case, following it either goes against one’s beliefs and desires or aligns with them. Hence, following the

rule either makes no rational sense, or, if it does, this isn’t because of the rule, but because one has a reason

to promote what aligns with one’s beliefs and desires.

(2) The Efficacy Problem (aka The Sanctions Paradox ), discussed in Chapters 2 and 3—According to

the equilibrium theory, people are motivated to follow norms by their beliefs or expectations regarding other

people’s attitudes and actions. The Efficacy Problem suggests that people can’t be coherently motivated

to follow a norm by these kinds of “social” expectations. In particular, they can’t be motivated by their

expectation that others will impose certain sanctions on them if they don’t adhere to the norm and, at the

same time, be motivated to impose sanctions on others themselves. If people are willing to impose sanctions

on others, then they should be willing to follow the norm in the absence of sanctions.

(3) The Stability Problem, discussed in Chapters 2 and 4—According to the equilibrium theory, people’s

attitudes and actions concerning a norm constitute an equilibrium, in the sense of being self-sustaining and,
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thus, stable. That is, people’s expectations motivate them to act in ways that further reinforce these expec-

tations. The Stability Problem suggests that people’s expectations aren’t sufficiently stable to constitute an

equilibrium. In particular, people’s beliefs or expectations about what other people think they ought to do

aren’t self-sustaining: They may motivate people to follow a norm, but they’re not reinforced by widespread

norm compliance.

(4) The Normativity Problem (aka The Explanatory Deficit Challenge), discussed in Chapter 4—According

to the equilibrium theory, social norms can be understood as equilibria in people’s beliefs, desires, and ac-

tions. The Normativity Problem suggests that this type of equilibrium doesn’t yet amount to a proper social

norm, insofar as people need not adopt any sort of normative attitude towards it. They may believe that

others follow the equilibrium, and they may prefer to follow the equilibrium themselves. Yet, they need not

think that one ought, in general, to follow the equilibrium, nor do they have to be disposed to censure or

disapprove of people who don’t follow it.

Taken together, these puzzles or problems pose a significant challenge to the equilibrium theory. They

suggest that following a social norm can’t be understood as rationally partaking in an equilibrium out of one’s

belief that others are partaking in that equilibrium, too. In contrast, perhaps following a norm consists in

acting out of an intrinsic, internalized desire to follow a rule, independently of whether one thinks others are

also following it. On this alternative picture, when we obey social norms, we’re something like the “mindless

plaything of social forces,” (Elster, 1989a, p. 97) as opposed to agents who act out of an appreciation of

what courses of action best promote their desires relative to their beliefs.

In the four essays that follow, I endorse, defend, and elaborate on the equilibrium theory of norms. I do so

by offering solutions to the four puzzles or problems just introduced. Although they vary from case to case,

my solutions have a common theme: In one way or another, they all rely on the idea that social norms are

deeply cultural phenomena.

Norms are cultural phenomena because they’re a part of culture, namely, the body of knowledge, skills,

and information that we humans have managed to accumulate across generations. Our capacity for cul-

ture—for acquiring, pooling, and improving our knowledge over time—is a central part of what makes us

a unique species in the animal kingdom. As evolutionary biologist Joseph Henrich (2015) puts it, culture

is the “secret of our success.” Culture allows us to adapt effectively and flexibly to changing environments

because it gives each of us access to knowledge and skills that we could never dream of acquiring on our

own. Thanks to culture, we know what plants are edible and which ones are poisonous, we know how to

build buoyant ships and sturdy houses, and we know where to find potable water and arable land.
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Social norms, too, are part of the body of knowledge and skills that we accumulate across generations.

Norms, I suggest, are intimately tied to what I call cultural practices, namely, socially learned ways of acting

that mediate our access to various social goods, such as approval, reputation, esteem, and status. Over time,

different social groups develop different practices, often in response to certain adaptive problems, which are

then passed on from one generation to the next. And, as they become part of a community’s lore, practices

also become a mark of its identity, a condition for membership to the group, and a collective expression

of the sort of things group members value and care about. Social norms define, regulate, and sustain such

practices—of fairness, reciprocity, respect, honor, etiquette, and so on. This idea, I argue, holds the key to

solving the various puzzles surrounding the equilibrium theory of norms:

(1) In response to the Guidance Problem, norms or rules rationalize one’s actions because accepting a

norm involves wanting to participate in a certain practice and believing that the norm is constitutive of or

helps define the practice. That is, one believes that participating in the practice just is, inter alia, following

the relevant rule. As I argue in Chapter 1, when one has this belief/desire pair, one has a reason to rule out

from one’s deliberation any choice option whereby one fails to follow the rule.

(2) In response to the Efficacy Problem, one can be motivated to participate in a certain cultural practice

by one’s belief that one will be subject to other people’s disapproval or disesteem if one doesn’t. As I argue

in Chapters 2 and 3, this motivation need not be incoherent with a desire to impose sanctions on others. The

cost of disapproving of others and expressing this disapproval is much lower than the cost of being disapproved

by them. Hence, one may be motivated to disapprove of and impose sanctions on others without thereby

being motivated to adhere to a norm in the absence of disapproval or sanctions.

(3) In response to the Stability Problem, expectations about what other people think one ought to do

can survive in a group if people are in the habit of transmitting social norms to others through teaching and

instruction. In our groups, we transmit cultural practices by teaching them to children and newcomers. And

this practice of instruction coordinates our expectations regarding how we expect each other to behave. As

I argue in Chapter 2, social expectations survive because they motivate behaviors that are then taught to

new group members.

(4) Finally, in response to the Normativity Problem, people can come to regard certain equilibria as

proper norms in response to the need to teach these practices to children and newcomers to the group. As

I argue in Chapter 4, although equilibria are self-sustaining social arrangements, they may not be robust

enough to resist the destabilizing effect of new people coming into the group. In response to this problem,

group members may come to see these practices not just as common behaviors, but as norms to which anyone

in the group, particularly newcomers, must conform.
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In the following four essays, I present, motivate, and articulate these different solutions to the puzzles arising

from the equilibrium theory of norms. To end this short introduction, however, I want to briefly summarize

the view of norms that seems to emerge from my four solutions, taken together. Perhaps the easiest way of

seeing how all the elements hang together is genealogical. I will describe how, on my account, what we call

social norms are slowly assembled by various social processes over time.

We may begin the genealogy with a community or group of people in social interaction. In the course

of their lives, these people interact with one another, and inevitably some problems arise here and there in

their interactions. Often, people in the group encounter the same type of problem time and again, perhaps

because the problem arises from conflicts in what people in the group naturally tend to desire and intend.

Thus, people may regularly find themselves faced with the problem of how to allocate scares resources, how

to divide labor in joint efforts, how to cooperate to achieve collective goals, and so on.

Over time, however, a practice emerges among group members as a solution to the recurrent problem.

This practice may appear because at some point group members decide to get together and come up with a

collective solution. But this need not be the case. Most likely, the practice emerges in the absence of much

planning and communication. Some people initially adopt it and start doing surprisingly well whenever

they encounter problems. And, given their success, other people start copying what they do, and adopt the

practice, too. Soon, the practice spreads and conquers the group, in the sense that most people follow it

because doing so seems like a good idea.

But then the group faces a new problem—namely, how to make sure that newcomers to the group

also follow the practice. Every once in a while, new people arrive in the group; many of them come from

groups where the practice doesn’t exist yet. Likewise, over time, old group members are replaced by newer

generations who may be unaware of the practice. In response to this problem, a new practice emerges in

the group—namely, a practice of teaching the original practice to newcomers. And, in the context of this

practice of instruction, people in the group come to see the original practice as more than just something

they do. They see it as a rule that people must follow, at least if they wish to belong to the community.

Once group members are in the habit of teaching certain practices to newcomers, these practices become

shared rules in the group. Because everyone has been taught the rules, everyone knows what they’re supposed

to do. They know that they’re supposed to share equally, respect other people’s property, contribute to joint

efforts, and so on. And because everyone knows that everyone else has also been taught these rules, they

expect everyone else to know what they’re supposed to do, too. In short, everyone knows the rules and

knows that everyone knows them, and so on.

Finally, because the rules are shared in this way, breaking them comes to be associated with a distinctive

sort of social penalty or stigma. People in the group disapprove of and withhold esteem from rule breakers.
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As a result, transgressors lose their standing in the group and the capacity to act as autonomous agents

within it. They serve as examples to everyone else, who become motivated to adhere to the shared norms

out of fear of experiencing the same consequences. Group members enforce the rules because they care about

their peers contributing to the collective goods these rules serve to secure. Yet, they follow the rules at least

in large part because they’re afraid of being criticized or ostracized.

Here we have, then, a full-fledged social norm in operation. It is a shared rule of behavior sustained by

social sanctions. And it is an equilibrium state in the group: People are rationally motivated to follow the

rule provided they expect everyone else to follow it, and also to expect them to follow it, too.

Of course, this emerging view of norms is much more coherent than what’s contained in the essays you’re

about to read. To some extent, this is inevitable. These essays reflect my thinking about social norms over

the course of three years. Hence, they’re bound to contain inconsistencies and tensions, which reflect the

evolution of my thinking about these matters. Still, I think there is a unified picture of norms coming out

of the essays. Moreover, I think this picture vindicates the traditional Humean equilibrium theory, while at

the same time adding something new to it. In any case, I’ll let you be the judge.

xiv



Chapter 1

Rules and Rationalization

Abstract

One follows a rule only if that rule explains one’s action by rationalizing it, in the sense of articulating one’s

reason to so act. There’s a puzzle, however, about whether rules can ever rationalize action. According to

this puzzle, whenever a rule applies to one’s case, following it either makes no rational sense or, if it does,

this isn’t because of the rule. I solve this puzzle by identifying the way whereby rules rationalize action.

Rules make it rational for one to rule out acting against them. When one accepts a rule, one has a reason

to exclude from one’s deliberation the option of breaking it.

Introduction

Many of our actions are guided by rules. Or so, at least, it would seem both from the point of view

of common sense and philosophical theorizing. We follow rules of various kinds: The rules of games like

chess, mathematical operations like addition, languages like English, and social practices like etiquette and

fashion. And the idea that we often follow rules like these is central to our self-conception as agents and to

philosophical accounts of our various epistemic and practical capacities.

But the idea of rule-following gives rise to thorny philosophical puzzles. Perhaps the most famous of

these was first formulated by Wittgenstein (1953) and later popularized by Saul Kripke (1982). It is a kind

of skepticism about whether there’s ever a determinate fact of the matter concerning what rule an agent is

following at any given moment, given that her behavior can always be said to conform to infinitely many

possible rules.

1



Chapter 1 1.1

In this paper, I focus on a different philosophical puzzle about rule-following. This challenge arises in

connection with another central idea about human action, namely, the view that intentional human action

is always rational action, in the sense that it is done for reasons, whether these are, in an objective sense,

good or bad reasons. According to this idea, whenever human beings act, and do so intentionally, their

behavior is motivated by considerations that also rationalize what they do. These considerations justify or

make rational sense of the person’s behavior, at least in her eyes, that is, subjectively, if not objectively.

The puzzle I’ll be discussing comes in the form of a dilemma. It purports to show that rules are invariably

misguiding or redundant concerning the rational justification of action. That is, it is always the case that

following a rule either makes no rational sense for the agent or, if it does, this is not because of the rule.

Hence, considerations relating to rules can never rationalize one’s actions. As we will see, the upshot of this

dilemma seems to be that, insofar as rule-guided action is possible, it isn’t a species of rational action.

In what follows, I offer a solution to this puzzle. I claim that, at least in many central cases, rules

rationalize our actions in a distinctive way: They make it rational for us to rule out acting against them.

That is, when we accept a rule as a standard of behavior, it makes rational sense for us to consider in our

deliberation only those among our alternatives whereby we conform to the rule and exclude all others from

consideration. On my view, then, following rules is, at bottom, a matter of ruling out certain options.

I proceed as follows. First, in section 1, I clarify what I mean by rational action and rule-guided action.

Next, in sections 2 and 3, I present the rule-following dilemma and identify the subset of rules to which

it applies most forcefully. These are what John Rawls (1955) calls non-summary or constitutive rules. In

sections 4 to 6, I reject different ways of responding to the dilemma. Finally, in sections 7 to 9, I give my

solution, draw some of its consequences for how we reason when we follow rules, and contrast it with other

superficially similar proposals in the literature.

1.1 Acting for Reasons and Following Rules

Philosophers commonly hold two views about human action—that intentional human action is always rational

action, namely, it is done for reasons, and that intentional human action is often rule-guided action, namely,

it is done following rules. My question in this paper is how these two views of human action relate to each

other. Before addressing this question, however, I need to describe each of them in more detail.

The first view is meant to be a thesis about human action in general. It says that all intentional human

action is rational action. According to this idea, whenever someone acts, and does so intentionally, her

behavior is motivated by considerations that also rationalize what she does, at least in her eyes (Anscombe,

1957; Davidson, 1963). These considerations justify or make rational sense of the person’s action in light

2
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of what she believes and particularly in light of what she finds valuable, worthy, enjoyable, or desirable. In

brief, they reflect the agent’s reasons for doing what she does.1 If I spill my coffee because you jiggle my

hand, then my spilling the coffee isn’t something I do, it’s merely something that happens to me. In contrast,

if I spill my coffee wanting to see how it stains your rug, then my behavior stems from my reasons. It’s not

something that befalls me, but one of my actions (Davidson, 1971).2

What sort of considerations reflect the agent’s reasons for action? According to one influential view

commonly associated with Hume, someone’s reasons are constituted by pairs of psychological attitudes.

More precisely, for someone to have a reason to do ϕ just is for them to have a desire to do ψ and a belief

that they can do ψ by doing ϕ (Davidson, 1963; Smith, 1987). Here, desire is taken to be a very broad

type of psychological attitude. It includes states like wants, urges, and yearnings, but also states like finding

something valuable, beneficial, or agreeable (Davidson, 1963). On this Humean view, then, someone acts for

a reason insofar as they have some kind of positive attitude —a “pro-attitude”—towards actions of a certain

type, a belief about how to act in the desired way, and these two attitudes cause their action. In spilling

my coffee, for example, I act for a reason just in case my action is caused by a desire to do something, e.g.,

staining your rug, and a belief that I can do that thing by spilling my coffee, where these attitudes cause my

action in the right sort of way.3

The second view about human action I want to discuss is meant to be a thesis about a specific type

or mode of human action. It says that at least sometimes, intentional human action is rule-guided action.

According to this idea, often, when someone acts, her behavior is motivated by a general rule or principle

of action. This rule or principle demands or requires that the person acts in a specific way in the type of

circumstances she finds herself in. And, in these circumstances, the agent counts as “following the rule”

insofar as her actions are somehow guided by what the rule demands or requires.

What, exactly, is it to follow a rule in this sense? We can start with a negative observation: Following

a rule isn’t just conforming to it. Conforming to a rule is a matter of acting in the way the rule requires.

Yet, this is plainly insufficient for rule-following. If I answer “19” to your question, “What’s 10 + 9?” then I

conform to the rule of addition. But I also conform to the rule of “quaddition,” and, indeed, to an infinity of

1In speaking of the agent’s reasons in this paper, I’ll always mean her motivating reasons, as opposed to her normative
reasons (Smith, 1994). An agent’s motivating reasons are the considerations that motivate her to act, independently of whether
they’re also normative reasons for doing what she does, that is, considerations that, in a more objective sense, justify her
actions.

2Of course, not all actions are intentional. In turning on the light in my room, I may alert a prowler loitering outside my
house. My alerting the prowler is something I do, but I don’t do it intentionally. According to an influential view, however,
all actions have a close connection to intentional action. Every action is intentional under a description (Davidson, 1963). My
alerting the prowler counts as one of my actions because it can legitimately be redescribed as my turning on the light, which
is something I do intentionally.

3This last qualification is needed to exclude cases where the relevant attitudes cause my behavior by somehow bypassing
my rational agency, for example, by producing certain physiological effects in me. See Davidson (1980a).
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other rules (Kripke, 1982).4 Among all these rules, however, addition is the only one I follow. Furthermore,

conforming to a rule also seems unnecessary for rule-following. Perhaps, in answering your question, I slip

and say “90.” Still, I count as following the rule of addition, in the sense that this is the rule I’m trying to

conform to (Boghossian, 2015). My failure to conform to the rule is simply due to a performance mistake.

More positively, rule-following is intuitively associated with several features. According to Paul Boghos-

sian’s (2015; 2008) “ACER model,” for instance, rule-guided action has the following four features:

• (A) Acceptance: The agent must somehow or other accept the rule.

• (C) Correctness: If an agent is following rule R, then there is a sense of correctness, according to which

what he does is correct iff he conforms to R.

• (E) Explanation: Acceptance of R explains what the agent does.

• (R) Rationalization: Acceptance of R rationalizes or makes sense of what the agent does.

These conditions are meant to capture the intuitive idea that, when someone follows a rule, she conforms

to it in a non-accidental way. Instead, she conforms to the rule—or at least tries to conform to it—because

she bears some appropriate relation to it (Boghossian, 2008). The agent somehow accepts or endorses the

rule, and her acceptance of it explains her behavior by rationalizing it in light of the standard of correctness

set up by the rule. In answering “19” to your question, for example, I follow the rule of addition because

my acceptance of this rule as a standard of correct behavior helps explain and rationalize my action.

1.2 The Dilemma

What’s the relationship between acting for reasons and following rules? Initially, it seems like these two

modes of action are compatible with each other. As we saw, acting for reasons is about being motivated to

act by considerations that rationalize one’s behavior, at least in one’s eyes. And, as we saw, when someone

follows a rule, her acceptance of this rule explains her behavior by rationalizing it. Yet, the idea that rational

action and rule-guided action are compatible faces a significant challenge. According to this challenge, rule-

guided action is actually incompatible with rational action because one’s acceptance of a rule can never

rationalize one’s behavior.5

4The rule of “quaddition” says that one should, when “quadding” two numbers, add them if they’re both less than 57,
and otherwise answer “5.” The fact that conforming to a rule is insufficient for rule-following motivates an influential skeptical
argument about rule-following. According to this argument, there may be no determinate fact of the matter about what rule
an agent is following at any given moment (Kripke, 1982; Wittgenstein, 1953). I put this skeptical possibility aside here.

5For different versions of this challenge, see Shapiro (2005), McClennen (2004), and Shapiro (2001), who mostly focus on
how the challenge arises concerning the rationality of following legal rules. The challenge is also similar to a traditional objection
to rule consequentialism according to which it either collapses into act consequentialism or is incoherent (see Hooker, 2023, sect.
8). Finally, the challenge resembles a problem concerning the rationality of acting on our future-directed intentions, especially
if these are understood as plan-like states à la Bratman (1987). See Bratman (2014).
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This challenge comes in the form of a dilemma. To formulate this dilemma, let me first introduce

some basic terminology. Let’s say that, whenever someone acts, her action can be modeled as a solution

to a decision problem.6 This problem consists in choosing one among a set of alternatives, where these

alternatives reflect the different courses of action that she might take in her situation, at least as things

appear to her. When I leave my apartment in the morning, for example, I face the decision problem of

whether or not to take an umbrella with me. My problem consists in choosing one of these two alternatives.

And the way I end up acting constitutes my solution to this problem.7

Consider now a natural thought: For any decision problem someone may face, there’s a subset of her

alternatives that are supported by the balance of her belief/desire reasons for action.8 These are the things

she has most reason to do in their situation in light of everything she desires and believes. To borrow a

term from decision theory, these alternatives maximize the agent’s expected utility. They give her the best

prospect of satisfying her desires relative to her beliefs. If Ra is the subset of alternatives supported by the

balance of the agent’s reasons, then an alternative a belongs to Ra just in case for any other alternative b,

a is at least as well supported by the agent’s belief/desires reasons as b—or, to put it in decision-theoretic

lingo, the expected utility of a is greater than or equal to the expected utility of b.

Now, rules also offer criteria for evaluating alternatives in a decision problem. As we saw, every rule sets

up a standard of correctness, at least for the agents who accept it. Rules are general principles specifying

what one should do in circumstances of a given type (Brennan et al., 2013).9 Whenever someone finds

themselves in the type of situation covered by a rule she accepts, there’s a subset of her alternatives that

reflect what the rule requires her to do in that situation. These are the things it would be correct, appropriate,

or acceptable for the agent to do in her case in light of the rule she accepts. Call this subset of alternatives

Ru.

I’m now able to formulate the dilemma. Suppose someone’s decision problem falls under a rule she

accepts. That is, it is a situation of the type covered by the rule. Then, the following two possibilities are

mutually exclusive and jointly exhaustive:

1. Ra ∩Ru = ∅

2. Ra ∩Ru ̸= ∅
6For a brief exposition of the idea of a decision problem, as used in decision theory, see Bermúdez (2009, chap. 1).
7An action can be a solution to a decision problem even if it is not preceded by explicit and conscious deliberation or

reflection. See Bermúdez (2009, chap. 1) for discussion.
8It could be that, given certain forms of uncertainty in the agent’s beliefs or incommensurability in her desires and values,

not every decision problem she faces has a clear subset of rational solutions. I ignore this possibility here.
9These general principles might take different forms. They could be normative propositions (“You shouldn’t put your elbows

on the table”) or imperatives (“Whenever you receive an urgent email, answer it right away!”). See Boghossian (2015, sect.
1.1.2) for discussion.
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In the first scenario, doing what the rule requires isn’t supported by the balance of the agent’s belief/desire

reasons. It fails to maximize her expected utility. So, the rule would seem to be misguiding. It requires

that the agent does something it makes no rational sense for her to do in light of everything she desires and

believes. 10 In the second scenario, doing what the rule requires is supported by the balance of the agent’s

reasons, but not because it is what the rule requires. Instead, the action is supported by the agent’s reasons

because it gives her the best prospect of satisfying her desires relative to her beliefs. So, the rule would seem

to be redundant. It requires that the agent does something that it makes rational sense for her to do quite

independently of the rule.

This dilemma would seem to establish the following conclusion: One’s acceptance of a rule can never

rationalize one’s actions. In other words, it is never the case that, if a rule she accepts requires someone

to do something, it is thereby rational for her to do that thing. Conforming to the rule either makes no

rational sense for the agent; or, if it does, this is not because of the rule. Rules, it would seem, are invariably

misguiding or redundant concerning the rational justification of action. Hence, they can’t make sense of

someone’s behavior qua rational behavior.

This conclusion leaves open only two theoretical possibilities, both of which seem equally unpalatable.

One possibility is that rule-following is a chimera. As we saw when discussing Boghossian’s ACER model,

part of our intuitive notion of rule-following is that, when someone follows a rule, her acceptance of this

rule explains her behavior by rationalizing it. Yet, our dilemma would seem to show that rules can never

rationalize one’s actions. It follows that rule-following is impossible.

The other possibility is that rule-guided action is possible—maybe the ACER model is wrong—but it

just isn’t a species of rational action. When we follow rules, we’re motivated to act by certain considerations.

But these considerations fail to rationalize what we do. This would mean, however, that rule-following isn’t

a form of intentional action. It’s less something we do than something that happens to us.

1.3 All Rules?

As I have formulated it, this dilemma about rule-following applies to rules and rule-guided action in general.

Upon reflection, however, there seem to be types of rules for which the problem may not arise.

Consider, first, what we might call—following a recent trend in meta-ethics—authoritative or robust

normative principles. What I have in mind is the sort of rules or principles that seem to have an authority

10This is not to suggest that it can never make rational sense, at least to some extent, for one to act against the balance of
one’s belief/desire reasons. When an agent gives in to akrasia, for example, she acts against the balance of her reasons, but
she does so intentionally and for a reason (Davidson, 1980b). The point here, rather, is that it doesn’t seem to make rational
sense for one to act against the balance of one’s belief/desire reasons in light of a consideration that isn’t itself a belief/desire
reason, such as a rule.
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such that it would be a particularly serious type of mistake not to give them any weight in one’s deliberation

(Plunkett, 2019).11 Moral principles seem to be a prime example of such authoritative normative rules

(Finlay, 2019). Very plausibly, morality requires that one be loyal to one’s friends, keep one’s promises,

and not torture babies. If so, then these are rules or principles one must give at least some weight in one’s

deliberation on pain of being somehow normatively at fault.

Authoritative normative principles may escape the rule-following dilemma on its second horn. They seem

to be clearly relevant to what it makes rational sense, on balance, for one to do. Indeed, several philosophers

argue that a form of motivational internalism is true about such principles. That is, whenever someone

accepts such a principle, she also has a desire to conform to it, at least if she’s rational (Smith, 1994).12 If

I come to accept that I should donate to famine relief, perhaps because you have convinced me that this is

what morality requires of me, then I’ll also come to have a desire to do so. At least, I’ll come to have such

a desire if I’m rational or coherent. It follows that moral principles are not redundant concerning rational

justification. Instead, they issue in a belief/desire reason to act as morality dictates (Smith, 1998).

Consider, next, what John Rawls (1955) calls summary rules. These are rules or principles that summarize

the outcome of past deliberation as applied to cases of a given type. They recommend that the agent acts in

ways that have often been found to be best supported by reasons in the past, either by the agent herself or

by others. “Always save 5% of your earnings” is a sound prudential rule of thumb. It reflects the fact that,

very often, when you earn some money, saving at least 5% of it makes sense in light of the things you hope

to achieve.13

Summary rules may escape the dilemma on its first horn. At least sometimes, following these rules seems

rational, even if it involves acting against the balance of one’s reasons. Of course, a rule of thumb can’t carry

any weight if the agent knows it to be misguiding in her specific situation. If I know that I can’t or shouldn’t

save up any money this month—I urgently need to buy a new laptop— then following the 5% savings rule

makes no rational sense for me. But an agent doesn’t always know what action is best supported by her

belief/desire reasons. Moreover, figuring this out often takes time, effort, and resources she’d be unwise to

spare. Think of how difficult it would be to decide exactly how much money you should save up each time

you get a paycheck. Under these circumstances, it makes sense for her to follow a rule of thumb. The rule

has a sort of heuristic value, in the sense of allowing the agent to find a good enough solution to her decision

problem quickly and easily. Given this heuristic value, following the rule is a form of bounded rationality

11For this idea of authoritative or robust normativity, as opposed to merely generic or formal normativity, see Plunkett
(2019) and McPherson (2011).

12For a recent discussion of the idea of motivational internalism and its relevance to meta-ethics and moral psychology, see
Asarnow and Taylor (2022).

13Boghossian’s email rule (“Whenever you receive an urgent email, answer it right away!”) seems to me like another example
of a summary rule.

7



Chapter 1 1.4

(Simon, 1957)—a good strategy for coping with one’s limitations—even if it occasionally leads one to act

against the balance of one’s belief/desire reasons.14

There is, however, a subset of rules for which the rule-following dilemma arises in all forcefulness. These

are what Rawls calls non-summary or constitutive rules.15 The central mark of constitutive rules, according

to Rawls, is that they help constitute certain types of practices. Think of the rules of a game like chess.

“The Knight only moves in an L-shape” states a rule that helps constitute the practice of chess playing.

Playing the game of chess just is, inter alia, following this rule. Someone who moved the Knight differently

wouldn’t be playing chess but a different, if closely related, game—call it chess*. The same applies, mutatis

mutandis, to many other rules: Table manners help constitute the practice of dining etiquette; fashion rules,

the practice of fashion; military honor codes, the practice of military honor; and the rule of addition, the

practice of adding as opposed to “quadding.”

Constitutive rules or principles don’t have the authority we associate with moral requirements and other

authoritative normative principles. Etiquette may well require that you wear a tie to a dinner party at the

club, but you need not be normatively at fault if you desire to do no such thing (Foot, 1972). Further,

constitutive rules don’t summarize the outcome of past deliberation. They’re not useful heuristics to use in

cases where deliberating is hard and time-consuming. In short, constitutive rules don’t seem to escape the

rule-following dilemma in the way other types of rules may be able to escape it. It is concerning these rules

that the question of how they can ever rationalize our actions seems to arise most forcefully in light of the

dilemma.

In what follows, I’ll focus on the case of constitutive rules. This is not because other types of rules don’t

raise a problem. Authoritative rules and summary rules may not escape the dilemma, after all. Whether

they do, however, has been much discussed already. The question of how moral requirements guide action is

hotly debated in meta-ethics and moral psychology. And bounded rationality is a central topic in economics

and the philosophy of action. Constitutive rules are especially interesting because some views that look

plausible concerning other types of rules are just non-starters when it comes to rules of this kind.

1.4 Biting the Bullet

How, then, should we respond to the dilemma? If we accept it, then we must conclude that—at least when

it comes to constitutive rules—rule-guided action is possible only if it isn’t a species of rational action. At

first glance, this conclusion seems unpalatable. But perhaps it isn’t as unpalatable as it initially seems.

14Compare with the old act-consequentialist idea that following a general moral rule is justified whenever it’s too difficult
for the agent to figure out what act maximizes the good in her situation (Smart, 1956; Sidgwick, 1874).

15See Kaplan (n.d.) for a recent discussion of the distinction between summary and non-summary rules.
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One may be tempted to think this in light of what cognitive scientists have to say about how we usually

follow rules. One common idea is that rules or norms often guide our behavior by bypassing our capacities for

practical reasoning and deliberation (Kelly, 2020). The idea here is that human beings have an evolved norm

system or norm psychology, namely, a host of psychological mechanisms allowing us to follow rules (Henrich,

2015). Although the precise contours of this system are still debated, we seem to have a clear idea of the

tasks it is meant to accomplish (Sripada and Stich, 2006). The norm system is meant to allow people to

detect, comply with, and enforce the rules and norms present in their social environment.16 But the system

can achieve these tasks independently of our practical reasoning and reflection. The mechanisms comprising

it have many of the features of so-called “System 1” cognition, like domain specificity and automaticity

(Kelly, 2020).17

This idea might lead one to bite the bullet concerning the rule-following dilemma in the following way:

Rule-following is possible, but it just isn’t a species of rational, i.e., reflective action. It falls under the

domain of “System 1” as opposed to “System 2” cognition (Kahneman, 2011).18

However, the fact that much rule-following is unreflective and automatic is, by itself, neither here nor

there concerning whether it is a form of rational behavior, in the sense of “rational” relevant here. Many

rational actions are done by the agent in the absence of deliberation or reflection. A mother finds her house

engulfed in flames with her children inside. Right away, she runs towards it intending to rescue them. Here,

the mother’s actions are adequately explained and rationalized by her beliefs and desires, but not because

she ever explicitly deliberates or reasons about what to do in light of such attitudes (Cavell, 1993). Similarly,

in driving on the left side of the road, I might do so habitually and automatically. Yet, my action is explained

and rationalized by my beliefs and desires, in the sense that, were my reasons to drive on the left suddenly

to change—as happened to people in Sweden on Dagen H—my behavior would quickly follow suit (Lewis,

1975).19

These examples illustrate a general idea: The view that rational action is done for reasons isn’t meant to

be a thesis about how people reason. In particular, it isn’t the view that all rational actions are the outcome

of explicit, conscious reasoning. As far as the view goes, many rational actions may happen automatically

and unreflectively. The crucial idea, instead, is that whenever someone acts intentionally, her behavior can

16For a philosophically savvy overview of the empirical research supporting the idea of a norm system, see Kelly (2020).
17According to one popular taxonomy, cognitive mechanisms can be divided in two broad categories. “System 1” mechanisms

are supposed to be automatic, intuitive, and effortless, whereas “System 2” mechanisms are supposed to be deliberate, logical,
and effortful. See Kahneman (2011).

18This, I think, reflects a common way of thinking about rules and rule-following in economics and other social sciences. For
example, the shift toward “behavioral economics” that began several decades ago with the work of Kahneman and Tversky
is often portrayed as relaxing the assumption of ideal rationality embodied in the model of “economic man” from neoclassical
economics by, among other things, incorporating the idea that human beings make many decisions using “quick and dirty”
rules and heuristics instead of doing utility calculus. See Camerer and Lowenstein (2004) for discussion.

19In this case, we might say that my beliefs and desires are virtual causes of my behavior, in the sense of being sufficient to
produce or sustain it under various contingencies. See Pettit (1996) for this idea of a stand-by or virtual cause.
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be adequately explained in light of her desires and beliefs. As Elizabeth Anscombe puts it, these attitudes

reflect “an order which is there whenever actions are done with intentions” (1957, para. 42), even if the

agent isn’t always explicitly or consciously aware of that order in a way that allows her to reason from her

attitudes to the performance of an action.

In sum, the idea that rule-guided action isn’t a species of rational action shouldn’t be equated with the

view that it happens unreflectively and automatically. Instead, it is the idea that, when someone follows

a rule, we can never tell a rationalizing story about how she acts. Whatever rationalization we offer for

her behavior is inevitably a post hoc rationalization, in the sense of failing to reflect the motives behind

her action—because there are no such rational motives. This is quite a big pill to swallow. Or so, at least,

it seems to me. It entails that, in following the rules constitutive of practices, we’re something like the

“mindless playthings of social forces” (Elster, 1989a, p. 97). On this picture, rule-following isn’t something

we do. It’s something that happens to us.

Of course, there is a form of rule-following that is sub-personal in this sense. When I catch a flyball in

baseball, I manage to do so because I follow a rule—namely, I run toward the ball keeping my angle of sight

constant (Alexander, 2007). However, this isn’t the type of rule-following we have in mind when we say that

someone is following the rules of etiquette or the rules of a game like chess. With the flyball rule, it seems

appropriate to say that it isn’t me but my brain that follows the rule (Boghossian, 2015). Indeed, I need

not even be aware of the rule’s existence and content for it to guide my behavior. But this is plainly not the

case when we follow the constitutive rules of a practice, like those of etiquette, fashion, or games. When I

put on a black suit to attend a funeral, it is me who’s following the social rule, not merely my brain, even

if I follow the rule automatically.

1.5 Constrained Maximization

Clearly, then, we shouldn’t bite the bullet concerning the rule-following dilemma. What should we say

about it, then? One thing to note is that the dilemma arises from the Humean view that only beliefs and

desires can rationalize action. It’s because of this assumption that rules appear to be invariably redundant

or misguiding. For, in every case where a rule applies, the action it requires either already has or lacks the

right sort of connection with the agent’s beliefs and desires. Perhaps, then, to escape the dilemma we need

to relax our ideas about what sort of considerations can rationalize action and say that sometimes a rule we

accept can itself rationalize what we do. We may call this idea a form of revisionism insofar as it involves

revising the widely influential Humean picture of rational motivation.20 Taking a revisionist line may allow

20The label for this view is due to McClennen (2004).
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us to escape the dilemma on its first horn because it entails that it can make rational sense for one to follow

a rule against the balance of one’s belief/desire reasons.

This idea is at the center of David Gauthier’s (1986) constrained maximization model of rational jus-

tification. According to this model, a rule can rationalize what we do independently of one’s belief/desire

reasons if a disposition to follow the rule is itself supported by the balance of one’s belief/desire reasons.

To see how this model is supposed to work, consider the well-known Prisoner’s Dilemma (PD) game from

game theory. In this game, each player can either cooperate or defect, where defecting is the dominant

strategy for each, meaning it’s what she prefers to do no matter what the other player does. The situation is

a “dilemma,” however, because mutual defection is collectively suboptimal. Indeed, this outcome is Pareto

inefficient, meaning there’s another outcome—mutual cooperation—where both players do better in terms

of satisfying their preferences.

According to the standard analysis, in the PD game defecting is the best strategy in light of the agent’s

belief/desire reasons. This alternative maximizes her expected utility because she prefers to defect no

matter what her partner does. According to Gauthier, however, at least under certain circumstances, the

agent’s belief/desire reasons also support becoming disposed to follow a rule of conditional cooperation in

the PD game. An agent who follows this rule cooperates if she knows her partner will cooperate, and

defects otherwise. As Gauthier argues, if players who follow this rule can confidently identify each other’s

dispositions, then they have an opportunity to cooperate that isn’t available to those who aren’t disposed

to follow the rule. Under these conditions, a choice of becoming disposed to follow the rule maximizes their

utility relative to the alternative of not being so disposed.21 The crucial idea of the constrained maximization

model is that, when these conditions obtain, following the rule is rational, even if it leads the agent to act

against the balance of her belief/desire reasons in the PD game.22

There are at least two problems with this proposal, however. The first one has to do with the role of one’s

belief/desire reasons in one’s deliberation. Gauthier’s idea, recall, is that a rule can rationalize acting against

the balance of one’s belief/desire reasons just in case a disposition to follow this rule is itself supported by

one’s belief/desire reasons. Upon reflection, however, this seems problematic. How can a rule be one’s

rationale for failing to promote one’s desires relative to one’s beliefs when the rule itself is only supposed to

be justified in terms of how it promotes one’s desires relative to one’s beliefs? An agent who follows a rule

in this way would appear to be guilty of a kind of incoherence. She seems to be of two minds concerning her

21For example, imagine the players are transparent to one another. They can flawlessly identify each other’s choice disposition.
Then, the expected utility of being disposed to follow the cooperation rule is equal to p(R) + (1 − p)(P ), while the expected
utility of not being so disposed is P (where p is the probability that the other player is disposed to follow the rule, R is the
“reward” outcome associated with mutual cooperation, and P is the “penalty” outcome associated with mutual defection).
Given that in the PD game R > P , p(R) + (1− p)(P ) > P .

22It’s called the “constrained maximization” model because an agent who’s disposed to follow a rule accepts a constraint on
her deliberation, as opposed to an agent who straightforwardly maximizes her expected utility, who accepts no such constraint.
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belief/desire reasons, in that she both treats and fails to treat them as genuine reasons in her deliberation.

She treats them as reasons in her choice of what action disposition to adopt, but not in her choice of what

action to perform. But an agent who reasons like this seems to be criticizable as irrational.

This criticism is analogous to a traditional objection against rule consequentialism in ethics.23 On one

standard formulation, rule consequentialism is the view that an act is morally justified just in case it is

required by a rule that is itself morally justified for a distinct reason, viz., because it maximizes the good

(Rajczi, 2016). Hence, rule consequentialists claim that failing to maximize the good in one’s situation can

be morally justified if it is required by a rule that maximizes the good. A traditional objection against this

claim is that following a rule under these conditions makes no rational sense. How can a rule make it rational

for you to fail to maximize the good if your only reason to follow the rule is that it maximizes the good?

At worst, this type of reasoning seems to be a form of rule worship, in that you act out of an irrational

attachment to the rule, not out of an appreciation of how the rule serves to promote the things you value

(Smart, 1956).

The second problem with Gauthier’s model is that it has limited scope. It fails to explain why following

some constitutive rules can be rational. As some theorists point out, many constitutive rules are meant

to solve collective action problems with the structure of a PD game (Ullmann-Margalit, 1977; Bicchieri,

2006). The military code of honor, for instance, may partly exist to solve the prisoner’s dilemma intrinsic to

collectively fighting against an enemy (Ullmann-Margalit, 1977). The code of honor says that desertion is

dishonorable. Hence, soldiers who follow the code will cooperate by standing their ground in battle. Maybe

the constrained maximization view explains why following this and other such rules can be rational.

But not all constitutive rules can be modeled as solutions to prisoner’s dilemmas or other problems of

collective action (Elster, 1989a). For example, there’s no clear sense in which the rules of chess, addition,

or English grammar offer solutions to any collective action predicament. These rules simply don’t govern

situations of strategic interaction.24

1.6 Sanctions and Internalization

It’s time to start putting my cards on the table. I believe we should try to escape the rule-following dilemma

on its second horn. That is, we should say that constitutive rules aren’t redundant concerning what it

makes rational sense for us to do. Instead, whenever we accept such rules, we have a belief/desire reason to

follow the rule. We may call this strategy a form of compatibilism, insofar as it allows us to retain the idea

23This is the so-called incoherence objection against rule consequentialism. See Rajczi (2016) for a recent discussion and
vindication of this objection.

24Of course, chess is often called a game of strategy, but its rules don’t apply to a previously existing strategic situation.
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that rule-following is both possible and a species of rational action without revising the influential Humean

picture of rational motivation.25 Before presenting my own compatibilist proposal, however, I will reject two

other compatibilist alternatives one might be tempted to adopt concerning the dilemma.

Take, first, the idea that constitutive rules may carry weight in one’s deliberation insofar as they’re often

backed by sanctions, i.e., penalties for breaking a rule.26 When I cut in line in front of you, I can fully expect

you to give me the stink eye. And if I go to a formal dinner party dressed as a clown, I know I’ll be made the

laughingstock (Lewis, 1969). As these examples illustrate, the type of sanctions associated with breaking

rules of politeness, fashion, or etiquette aren’t the sort of explicit, formal sanctions associated with breaking

legal norms or institutional codes, such as fines and prison sentences (Elster, 1989a). Instead, they’re often

implicit, informal penalties. Still, insofar as we normally see these sanctions as unpleasant consequences

to be avoided, we seem to have a reason to do what these rules require. Perhaps, then, constitutive rules

rationalize what we do because we have a desire to avoid the sanctions associated with breaking them.

The problem with this idea, however, is that doing what a rule requires merely for the sake of avoiding

a sanction isn’t the same as being guided by the rule. As Edward McClennen (1997) puts it, conforming

to a rule in this way isn’t a form of rule-guided action; It’s a form of sanction-goaded behavior. We can

understand this idea in light of the ACER model of rule-following from Section 1. According to this model,

recall, following a rule involves conforming to it because one bears some appropriate relation to it. One

must somehow accept or endorse the rule as a standard of correct behavior. And one’s acceptance of the

rule must explain one’s behavior by rationalizing it in light of the standard set up by the rule. Yet, someone

who conforms to a rule merely for the sake of avoiding a sanction need not accept or endorse the rule in

any way. In playing chess with you, for instance, I may play by the rules as long as you’re paying attention

to what I do but then resort to cheating as soon as you become distracted. Here, I conform to the rules of

chess because I’m afraid of your disapproval, but I’m not guided by them.

Consider, next, the second compatibilist idea I reject. This is the suggestion that constitutive rules often

matter to an agent’s deliberation because she has internalized them, meaning that she has acquired some kind

of intrinsic, non-instrumental desire or motivation to follow them (Elster, 1989a; Sripada and Stich, 2006;

Kelly, 2020).27 Plausibly, people come to internalize a rule through some form of education or socialization.

Once they have internalized it, however, they have a motive to follow the rule which operates independently

of social influences. If I have internalized the rule that one must not slurp one’s soup at the dinner table,

then I’ll be motivated to refrain from slurping even if there’s no one around to monitor and possibly sanction

25This label is also due to McClennen (2004).
26For the idea that social rules are often backed by sanctions, see Elster (1989a) and Bicchieri (2006).
27For an overview of the idea of internalizing a norm, see Kelly (2020).
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my behavior. One could say, then, that rules rationalize action because the agent intrinsically wants to do

what the rule requires.

However, the problem with this formulation of the internalization idea is that it gives an inaccurate

picture of how we usually follow constitutive rules. We seldom seem to follow these rules out of an intrinsic

desire to do what they require. Instead, we often seem to have an ulterior motive in obeying them.28 When

I follow the rules of chess, for instance, I don’t do this because I value conforming to them as an end in itself.

I do it because I want to have fun, spend an enjoyable evening, show off my intelligence, etc. Likewise, when

I refrain from slurping my soup or when I put on a black suit to attend a funeral, I don’t do these things

wanting to follow a social rule for its own sake. I do this because following these rules is a way of being

respectful or polite, meaning that a desire to be respectful or polite is at least part of what motivates me to

follow these rules.

To be clear, I don’t think the problem with the sanctions and internalization views is that one’s fear of

sanctions and internalized motivations aren’t often part of the reason why we follow constitutive rules. Surely,

such motives often contribute to explaining why following these rules makes rational sense for us (more on

this below). The problem, instead, is that these motives can’t be what Donald Davidson (1963) calls our

primary reason to act in conformity with a rule. An agent’s primary reason articulates the consideration

that immediately rationalizes her action, even if there are other considerations relevant to making sense of

what she does. My desire to recover my stolen car helps makes rational sense of why I call the police, but it

isn’t my primary reason for doing so. My primary reason is that I want to alert them to the theft and believe

I can do this by calling them. One’s fear of sanctions and internalized motivations aren’t the primary reason

why we follow constitutive rules. When we follow these rules, our immediate reason to do so isn’t that we

want to avoid a sanction or have an intrinsic motivation to do what they require, even if such sanctions and

internalized motives are otherwise relevant to making sense of what we do.

1.7 The Practice Model

I turn now to articulating my own compatibilist proposal for escaping the rule-following dilemma. I call it

the practice model of rule-following because it relies on the idea that there’s a close, necessary connection

between following constitutive rules and partaking in certain practices. In this section, I introduce the

practice model. In the next, I explain how it solves the dilemma.

Let me start by going back to an observation about the nature of constitutive rules. The central mark

of these rules, recall, is that they help constitute practices, by which I mean distinctive types of action or

28This is the phenomenon that McClennen (2004) and Shapiro (2001) call “instrumental” rule-following.
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activity. A rule of chess like “the Knight only moves in an L-shape,” for example, helps constitute the

practice of playing chess, in the sense that partaking in this practice or activity just is, inter alia, following

this rule. Someone who doesn’t follow this rule isn’t playing chess—but she may be playing chess*. Let’s

make this more precise by saying that a rule R requiring that one does ϕ in circumstances C is a constitutive

rule just in case there is a practice—a type of action or activity—ψ, such that one does ψ by, inter alia,

doing ϕ in C.

The practice model of rule-following is, first and foremost, a model of what accepting a rule involves. As

we saw with the ACER model, part of our intuitive idea of rule-following is the notion that an agent who

follows a rule somehow accepts or endorses it. Further, an agent accepts a rule just in case she bears an

appropriate relation to it, where this plausibly involves having some or other intentional state with the rule

as its content (Boghossian, 2015). The practice model says, roughly, that an agent accepts a constitutive

rule just in case she wants to partake in a practice and believes that the rule is constitutive of that practice,

in the sense specified above. More precisely, she accepts a constitutive rule R requiring that one does ϕ in C

just in case, if she believes she is in C, then she wants to do ϕ because she (1) desires to partake in practice

ψ and (2) believes that one does ψ by, inter alia, doing ϕ in C.

Before discussing how the practice model solves the rule-following dilemma, let me say why I think it

offers an independently plausible and attractive model of rule acceptance. First, the model makes sense of

the difference between accepting a constitutive rule and merely cognizing it.29 Everyone who cheats at a

game like chess knows its rules. For example, the cheater knows that playing chess involves, among other

things, moving the Knight in an L-shape. The difference between her and a fair player is motivational. The

fair player wants to win at chess whereas the cheater doesn’t really want that. Otherwise, she wouldn’t break

the rules. What the cheater wants, instead, is merely for it to seem as if she won. This is why she breaks

the rules at the first opportunity. Accepting a constitutive rule, then, involves more than merely cognizing

it, in the sense of having the right beliefs about it. It also involves wanting to partake in the practice the

rule helps constitute.

Second, the practice model explains why someone who accepts a rule takes what H.L.A Hart (1961) calls

“the internal point of view” toward it, in the sense of regarding it as a standard of correct behavior. If I

want to play chess and believe that moving the Knight in an L-shape is part of what it takes to do so, then

I must think that I get things wrong if I don’t move the Knight thus. I get things wrong procedurally, as

it were, that is, in light of my own views about how to do what I’m trying to do. If someone points out to

me that, in my last move, I mistook my Queen for one of my Knights, then I must conclude that I made a

29For the idea of merely cognizing a rule, see Kelly (2020).
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mistake given what I was attempting to do. I was trying to make a move in chess, but I failed: That’s not

how you move the Queen.

Can the practice model also explain why someone who accepts a rule often regards it as a standard not

only for herself but for other people, too? It can: The desire to partake in a practice may be a desire that we

partake in it. If I desire that we both play chess, then I’ll regard the rules of chess as procedural standards

applicable to your behavior as well as mine. And, if you break the rules, I’ll be prone to criticizing you for

not playing the game as you should.

Finally, the practice model explains why there seems to be an internal, necessary connection between

accepting a rule and being motivated to follow it. As some theorists point out, accepting a constitutive

rule has associated with it a characteristic motivational profile. It disposes the agent to guide and evaluate

her conduct in light of the rule (Shapiro, 2006). The practice model explains this connection between rule

acceptance and motivation. The model says that accepting a constitutive rule necessarily involves being

motivated to participate in the practice the rule governs. Indeed, accepting a rule just is, inter alia, having

a desire to partake in that practice.

1.8 The Role of Rules

The practice model solves the rule-following dilemma. It entails that constitutive rules play a distinctive

role in the agent’s deliberation. Hence, they aren’t irrelevant or redundant to what it makes rational sense

for her to do.

According to the practice model, whenever an agent accepts a constitutive rule like the rules of chess,

fashion, or etiquette, she has a belief/desire reason to follow the rule. Her accepting the rule, recall, involves

her wanting to partake in a practice and believing that following the rule is a (constitutive) means to do so.

These attitudes give her a reason to follow the rule. Thus, if I accept the rules of chess, my acceptance of

these rules gives me a belief/desire reason to, among other things, move the Knight in an L-shape.

Note, however, that this rule-based reason rationalizes the agent’s actions in a distinctive way. On

standard formulations of the Humean view of rational motivation, rationalization depends on a promotion

relation holding between one’s beliefs and desires, on the one hand, and one’s actions, on the other. More

precisely, the idea is that, if one desires to do ψ, then one has a reason to do ϕ just in case doing ϕ promotes

one’s doing ψ, in the sense of giving one a good prospect of satisfying this desire, given one’s beliefs.30

30The precise conditions under which an action can be considered to offer one a good prospect of satisfying one’s desires is a
much-debated question. Evidentialists think that an action is a good prospect just in case performing it is good evidence that
one will get what one wants (see, e.g., Ahmed, 2014). Causalists, on the other hand, believe that an action is a good prospect
whenever it is likely to cause or bring about one’s desired state of affairs (see, e.g., Joyce, 1999).
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Spilling my coffee gives me a good prospect of staining your rug, at least given what I believe about the

world. Hence, it is an action rationalized by my attitudes.

But this picture of rationalization doesn’t fit the way rule-based reasons rationalize action. Promotion

always comes in degrees. An alternative is always better or worse than others at promoting one’s desires,

given one’s beliefs. Given what I believe, spilling my coffee gives me a better prospect of staining your rug

than not spilling it. But it sounds confused to say that moving the Knight in an L-shape gives me a better

prospect of playing chess than not moving the Knight thus. The relationship between these options isn’t

that one promotes my desire better than the other. Instead, it is that one enables me to act as I desire,

whereas the other doesn’t. In the case of constitutive rules, then, rationalization is not about promotion.

It’s about enabling. According to this idea, if one desires to do ψ, then one has a reason to do ϕ just in case

doing ϕ enables one to do ψ, in the sense of making it possible for one act as one desires, given one’s beliefs.

This distinction between promotion and enabling helps us identify the role of rule-based reasons in

deliberation. These reasons structure one’s alternatives in a distinctive way. Promotion rationalization

structures the space of one’s alternatives as a ranking. In this ranking, some options promote one’s desires

better than others, given one’s beliefs. And responding rationally to this ranking involves selecting the option

(or one of the options) at the top. Given my beliefs and desires, I have the ranking {spilling my coffee >

not spilling my coffee}, and I’m rational if I choose the first alternative over the second.

Enabling rationalization, on the other hand, structures one’s alternative set, not as a ranking, but as a

partition. In this partition, some options enable one to act as one desires whereas others don’t, given one’s

beliefs. And, plausibly, responding rationally to such a partition involves selecting an option in the enabling

subset. Suppose my Knight sits at e5. Then, given my acceptance of the rules of chess, I have the partition

{{moving the Knight to d3, moving it to c4, ...}, {moving the Knight to a1, moving it to a2, . . . }}, and I’m

rational if I choose an alternative in the first subset.

Now, given how rule-based reasons structure one’s deliberative alternatives, how should one respond

to these reasons vis-à-vis the rest of one’s belief/desire reasons? Plausibly, one should give rule-based

considerations lexical priority over other sorts of considerations. That is, in reasoning about what to do, one

should prioritize responding to these reasons over other sorts of reasons. Otherwise, one risks being unable

to coherently respond to one’s reasons. If I form a ranking over all of my options, then it could be that the

option at the top of my ranking falls on the wrong side of my rule-based partition. In that case, there’s no

coherent way for me to respond to my reasons. I’ll choose either against my ranking or against my partition.

In contrast, if I first exclude from consideration any alternative on the wrong side of the partition, then

I can rank the remaining alternatives from best to worst. Thereby, I can coherently respond to both my

rule-based and non-rule-based reasons.
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So, rule-based reasons would seem to play the following role in reasoning: As opposed to other kinds of

belief/desire reasons, which prompt us to choose the option that best promotes what we want, rule-based

reasons prompt us to rule out those options that don’t enable us to act as we want. That is, when considering

what to do, these reasons lead us to consider only those options enabling us to act as we desire and to exclude

from consideration all the rest. When I follow the rules of chess, for example, my acceptance of these rules

makes it rational for me to only consider options that involve, inter alia, moving the Knight in an L-shape,

while ruling out all other alternatives.

This picture suggests that there’s an interesting interaction between one’s rule-based reasons and the rest

of one’s belief/desire reasons in deliberation. Rule-based reasons determine the set of options we consider.

In particular, they lead us to rule out any alternative that doesn’t belong to Ru, that is, the subset of

alternatives required by the rule. Once we have done this, however, we must still decide what alternative to

choose among those we haven’t ruled out. Here, the rest of our belief/desire reasons become relevant. They

allow us to rank our remaining alternatives from best to worst.

The picture also explains why rule-following is often unreflective and automatic, as we saw in Section

4. Ruling out alternatives according to a partition will often be much less computationally demanding than

ranking them from best to worst. Plausibly, then, this task may often fall under the domain of “System 1”

cognition. At the same time, however, rule-following may also involve some reflection whenever the ruling out

of options still leaves a few alternatives open. For example, in moving the Knight in chess, we unreflectively

rule out forbidden squares, while reflectively choosing one among the permissible ones.

Having identified the role of constitutive rules in deliberation, we can now see a way out of the rule-

following dilemma. The dilemma invites us to think as follows: Once you have ranked your alternatives

in light of your belief/desire reasons, rule-based considerations wouldn’t seem to carry any weight in your

deliberation. Going by a rule in such circumstances—the idea goes—is like listening to the orders of the first

mate when the captain is around. His orders either conflict or coincide with the captain’s. So, you either

shouldn’t or needn’t pay attention to them.

But, as we have seen, rule-based considerations aren’t relevant to ranking our alternatives, or to choosing

the best one according to the ranking. Instead, they’re relevant to ruling out those alternatives whereby

we fail to conform to the rule, thereby determining what alternatives we even consider for the purposes of

ranking them. Rules, then, cannot, strictly speaking, either conflict or coincide with the balances of one’s

other reasons for action. They influence our deliberation before we do any balancing.

This, then, is my solution to the dilemma. It holds that one’s acceptance of a constitutive rule rationalizes

one’s action because it gives one a belief/desire reason to follow the rule. The reason is that one wants to

partake in a practice and believes that following the rule is part of what it takes to do so. And this reason
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is grounds for excluding from one’s deliberation those options whereby one fails to partake in the practice.

It is a reason, for instance, to only consider options whereby one makes a move in chess, adds two numbers

instead of quadding them, dresses fashionably, behaves politely at the dinner table, acts honorably, etc.

Let’s put all this in the terminology of Section 2. My view entails that, whenever an agent is following

a rule, Ra—the subset of her alternatives favored by her belief/desire reasons—is itself a subset of Ru—the

subset of her alternatives favored by the rule. Hence, she always follows the rule to the extent that she acts

rationally. In symbols:

1. Ra ⊆ Ru

2. ∴ Ra ∩Ru = Ra

Note, finally, that my solution avoids the pitfalls of the other compatibilist proposals we reviewed in

Section 6. According to my view, when an agent follows a constitutive rule, she doesn’t merely act out of a

desire to avoid a sanction. Nor does she act out of an intrinsic desire to follow the rule as such. Her primary

reason is that she wants to partake in a practice and believes that she can do so by following the rule. She

wants to play chess, behave politely, or act respectfully, and believes that she can do these things by, inter

alia, moving the Knight in an L-shape, not slurping her soup, or wearing black when mourning.

Still, as far as my practice model goes, sanctions and internalized motivations may still be relevant to

making rational sense of the agent’s behavior: They may be relevant to making sense of why she desires to

partake in the practice in the first place. There are several reasons why someone may want to engage in

a practice or activity. I may want to dress fashionably simply because I want to avoid the social ridicule

reserved for those who, say, wear socks with sandals. Or I may strive to behave politely at the table lest

my boss thinks I’m a rube. But I may also have an internalized, intrinsic motivation to participate in such

practices. I may care for fashion, etiquette, and games intrinsically. Maybe I value fashion as a reflection

of my identity and creativity, etiquette as an expression of our concern and respect for one another (Buss,

1999), and games as intrinsically enjoyable forms of activity (Nguyen, 2019).

1.9 Look-Alikes

I want to close this paper by discussing the differences between my practice model of rule-following and other

similar models in the literature.

Take, first, Joseph Raz’s (1999) influential exclusionary reasons model of rule-following. According to

this model, accepting a rule gives one a second-order reason not to consider in one’s deliberation certain

first-order reasons, namely, those that would tip the balance of reasons against conforming to the rule. Thus,
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my acceptance of the rules of chess gives me a reason to exclude from my deliberation any reason in favor

of, say, not moving the Knight in an L-shape.

One worry about Raz’s view is that it is unclear that we need to posit the existence of second-order,

exclusionary reasons to account for rule-following.31 Perhaps following rules is about responding to first-

order reasons of a distinctive type. My model of rule-following avoids positing second-order reasons. It says

that accepting a rule gives one a reason to exclude from consideration, not some of one’s first-order reasons,

but some of one’s options. This rule-based reason is a first-order reason, just one that has lexical priority

over others. According to my model, then, it is not the case that rule-based reasons exclude other reasons.

But they may exclude options that those reasons might otherwise favor.

Take, next, Scott Shapiro’s (2008) constraint model of rule-following. Like the practice model, Shapiro’s

constraint model says that accepting a rule leads to certain options being ruled out from one’s deliberation.

However, according to him, this happens not because the agent has a reason to rule out such options, but

because her acceptance of the rule makes these options unfeasible, in the sense of no longer being live options

for her. When I accept the rules of chess, for example, not moving the Knight in an L-shape is no longer

something I can do. It’s not in my set of options.

Shapiro’s model seems to have some paradoxical consequences. For starters, it entails that someone

who accepts a rule isn’t free to break it. Given her acceptance of the rule, acting against it is not among

her options. Moreover, the model entails that, when the agent faces a dilemma arising from two rules she

accepts, she has no alternatives whatsoever, in the sense that no course of action is feasible for her. Rule

R1 tells her to ϕ, while rule R2 tells her not to ϕ. Since she accepts both rules, she’s not free to either ϕ

or not ϕ. My practice model avoids these paradoxical conclusions. It predicts, correctly, that someone who

accepts a rule can still break it, although in doing so she acts irrationally. Similarly, it predicts, correctly

again, that in cases of rule conflict, the agent is free to act in different ways. Her problem, rather, is that

there’s no way for her to act rationally in her situation, given that she accepts two conflicting rules.

Conclusion

The idea that we often follow rules is crucial to our common sense and philosophical self-conception as

agents. However, it notably gives rise to difficult philosophical puzzles. In this paper, I have offered a

solution to one of them. The challenge in question purports to show that rule-following isn’t rational. I have

shown, however, that it is—or, at any rate, that it can be, in the relevant sense of “rational.” The key lies

in realizing that following rules is, at bottom, a matter of ruling out options—namely, those whereby we fail

31See McClennen (2004) and references therein.
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to conform to the rule. As it turns out, then, there’s no deep incompatibility or tension between rule-guided

and rational action. When we follow rules, especially those constitutive of practices like playing chess, polite

dining, or fashion, we also act out of considerations that rationalize what we do, at least in our eyes. We’re

rule-followers, no doubt, and rational ones at that.
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Chapter 2

Two Problems for Bicchieri’s Theory

of Norms

Abstract

I raise two problems for Cristina Bicchieri’s influential game-theoretic view of social norms. First, the view

gives an incoherent account of why social norms motivate behavior. Second, it offers an incomplete picture of

why social norms are stable. Next, I argue that the problems with Bicchieri’s view don’t force us to abandon

a rational choice approach to social norms. We can solve them by invoking further resources, namely, the

idea that human beings are moved by a desire for esteem and the idea that they acquire norms from others

through cultural learning. These ideas lay the basis for an improved theory of social norms that supplements

and enriches Bicchieri’s view.

Introduction

Cristina Bicchieri is one of the leading philosophical specialists in social norms. In two books and several

articles, she has developed a comprehensive theory explaining what social norms are, how they change, and

why people follow them (2017; 2014; 2006; Bicchieri and Mercier, 2014; Bicchieri et al., 2011). Bicchieri’s

theory is also significant methodologically. She provides a game-theoretic analysis of norms. If successful,

her view illustrates the power of applying rational choice tools to questions in social theory.

As it stands, however, Bicchieri’s theory of norms is problematic. As I will argue, her view faces two

serious problems. On the one hand, it gives an incoherent account of why social norms motivate behavior.
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On the other, it gives an incomplete picture of why social norms are stable. Yet, any adequate theory of

norms must explain their motivational efficacy and stability.1

Despite its problems, we shouldn’t abandon Bicchieri’s view or, indeed, a rational choice approach to

social norms more generally. If anything, the issues I raise show that we need further resources to give an

adequate account. In particular, we need to invoke two ideas. First, to solve the efficacy problem, we must

assume that people follow norms out of a desire for esteem. Second, to solve the stability problem, we must

assume that people acquire norms through cultural learning. As I will argue, these two ideas offer the key

to an improved, rational choice theory of social norms.

The structure of the paper is this. First, I lay out three desiderata for an account of social norms. Next,

I present Bicchieri’s theory, showing how it claims to satisfy these desiderata. In Sections 3 and 4, I raise

the two problems facing her view. Sections 5 and 6 are devoted to the ideas of esteem and cultural learning.

Finally, Section 7 discusses how one might begin to articulate these resources in an improved theory of norms.

2.1 Desiderata

Let me begin by laying out three desiderata for an account of social norms. These desiderata come from the

epistemic roles social norms play across several disciplines.

First, an account of social norms must explain their motivational efficacy, i.e., why they influence indi-

vidual behavior. The idea that social norms motivate behavior comes from the social sciences, where they

often appear in explanations of human action.2 For example, social scientists have invoked norms to explain

why people cooperate with strangers (Henrich et al., 2005), why employers pay wages above market levels

(Akerlof, 1982), and why white US men are more violent in the South than in the North (Nisbett and Cohen,

1996).

According to the idea of motivational efficacy, social norms are genuine springs of action. Yet, theorists

disagree about how exactly they motivate behavior. According to some, conformity to norms is mainly due

to social incentives. People follow norms because they fear sanctions or experience other forms of social

pressure (Pettit, 2019; Sugden, 2000; Coleman, 1994). According to others, norm compliance is mainly due

to internal motivations. People have an intrinsic desire to follow norms. They may also feel guilt or shame

at the idea of breaking them. Hence, they are motivated to obey them independently of social influences

(Elster, 2015; Sripada and Stich, 2006; Anderson, 2000).

1For other criticisms of Bicchieri, see (Brennan et al., 2013) and Kelly and Davis (2018). My criticism of Bicchieri’s view
is different from previous ones in being both more problematic for it and more sympathetic to it.

2For a discussion of the roles of norms in the social sciences, see Elster (1989b, chap. 4). See also Eslter (2015, chap. 21).
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Second, an account of social norms must explain their stability, i.e., why they tend to survive in a social

group instead of dying out. The idea that social norms are stable comes from social theory, where they

are taken to be fundamental to social order. According to several theorists, norms are crucial to explaining

the stability and functioning of social systems (Horne and Mollborn, 2020; Coleman, 1994; Elster, 1989a;

Parsons, 1951).

Social norms contribute to social order in at least two ways. First, norms facilitate coordination (Young,

2015; Binmore, 2010). They sustain regular patterns of behavior, thereby making social life predictable.

Knowing what to expect from each other, people have an easier time harmonizing their actions. For example,

if I know that you will stop at the red light, I can feel safe crossing the street.3 Second, norms promote

cooperation (Horne and Mollborn, 2020; Ullmann-Margalit, 1977). They offset the temptation of free-riding

on others’ efforts. Hence, they enable people to work together in the service of joint goals. For example, in

many neighborhoods, the norm against littering motivates people to do their part in keeping the local park

clean.4

Finally, an account of social norms must explain their normativity, i.e., why group members regard them

as somehow authoritative or obligatory (Anderson, 2000).5 The idea that social norms have normativity

comes from philosophy, where it is seen as a conceptual constraint on any theory of norms that deserves the

name (Hart, 1961; Gilbert, 1992). According to this idea, a social regularity can properly be called a social

norm only if group members somehow consider themselves under an obligation or requirement to conform

to it.

To appreciate the importance of normativity, note that a social entity may be efficacious and stable but

fail to be a social norm. Take Lewisian conventions. According to Lewis (1969), conventions are behavioral

regularities that solve coordination problems, i.e., situations where people want to harmonize their actions

but can do so in more than one way. As such, conventions can be highly stable. People want to follow them

if they believe others will follow them. Hence, once a convention gets started, everyone is motivated to go

on behaving in the same way. But a Lewisian convention isn’t a norm. Group members might not see it as

authoritative or obligatory (Gilbert, 1992, pp. 40–56). They believe others will follow the convention, and

they prefer that they do. Yet, they need not think that anyone is required to go along with the practice.6

3As we will see, Bicchieri distinguishes between social norms and descriptive norms. The latter include coordinating
conventions, i.e., norms that solve coordination problems. I think she would agree, however, that social norms sustain behavioral
regularities and make social life predictable, even if they can’t be modeled as solutions to coordination problems.

4But see Elster (1989a, chap. 3) for skepticism about the role of norms in promoting cooperation.
5Of course, social norms need not be normative in a robust or reason-giving sense. They’re normative because they’re

(taken to be) genuine requirements, not mere behavioral regularities. Still, people may have no normative reason to obey them.
6Still, a Lewisian convention can evolve into a norm. For some accounts of how this can happen, see Lewis (1969, pp. 97–

100) and Sugden (2000).
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To be sure, I don’t claim that these three desiderata are exhaustive. An account of social norms might

need to satisfy further constraints.7 However, efficacy, stability, and normativity are the core of any viable

theory of social norms. They arise from the roles this concept plays in the social sciences, social theory, and

philosophy. I turn now to discussing how Bicchieri’s account claims to satisfy them.

2.2 Bicchieri’s Theory

Bicchieri’s central aim is explaining efficacy.8 Her view is that people are motivated to follow social norms

because they have social expectations, i.e., beliefs about what other people think and do (2017, pp. 11–15).

When a norm exists and is followed in a group, people expect others to follow it, and they expect them to

approve of others who do the same. These expectations motivate them to obey the norm. Hence, norm-

guided behaviors are interdependent because how each behaves depends on how they expect others to behave

and what they expect others to approve of (2017, p. 2).

There are two kinds of social expectations. Both are necessary to motivate norm conformity. First,

empirical expectations are beliefs about other people’s behavior, i.e., what they usually do or will do in the

future. People want to conform to a social norm partly because they expect others to comply with it. If they

thought no one else followed the rule, they wouldn’t want to follow it either. According to Bicchieri, this

fact distinguishes social norms from moral principles. People’s motivation to follow their principles doesn’t

depend on what they expect others to do. For example, most of us wouldn’t want to commit murder even

if we thought it was a common practice. In contrast, we wouldn’t bother standing in a line if we thought

most others were skipping it.

Second, normative expectations are beliefs about other people’s normative attitudes, i.e., what they

approve of and think should be done.9 People are motivated to conform to a social norm partly because they

expect others to approve of it. If they didn’t expect others to think they should conform, they’d prefer not

to, even if they expected everyone else to follow the rule. According to Bicchieri, this fact distinguishes social

norms from what she calls “descriptive norms.” For example, in a Lewisian convention, people’s empirical

expectations are enough to motivate them to participate in the practice because they want to coordinate

with others. If you came to expect everyone else to drive on the left, you’d want to use that side of the

7For some candidates, see Paternotte and Grose (2013).
8In reconstructing Bicchieri’s theory, I rely exclusively on her two books on the subject (2017; 2006). My focus is on

understanding how her account satisfies the desiderata introduced in Section 1. Hence, I leave out many interesting elements
of the view.

9N.B.: On this use, normative expectations aren’t normative attitudes. They are descriptive beliefs. Other authors use the
term to refer to a kind of normative attitude whereby one expects others to act in a specific way on pain of becoming the target
of one’s disapproval. For this use, see, e.g., Sugden (2000).
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road, too. In contrast, many people would not refrain from picking their noses if they didn’t expect others

to disapprove of this behavior.

For Bicchieri, a social norm can be said to exist just in case people are motivated to obey it in the

presence of the right social expectations. More precisely:

A social norm is a rule of behavior such that individuals prefer to conform to it on condition

that they believe that (a) most people in their [group] conform to it (empirical expectation), and

(b) that most people in their [group] believe they ought to conform to it (normative expectation)

(2017, p. 35; emphasis in original).10

Let’s move to stability. Note that Bicchieri’s view has the following consequence: When group members

have the right normative expectations, mutual conformity to a social norm is a Nash equilibrium (2006,

p. 22). It is a combination of strategies such that each person’s action is the best reply to everyone else’s. To

see this, suppose that group members believe that condition (b) is satisfied. They expect most other group

members to believe they should conform to a rule, R. In that case, group members prefer to follow R if they

believe condition (a) is also satisfied. Namely, they want to follow R if they expect most others to follow it.

If everyone conforms to the rule, then each does what they most prefer to do, given everyone else’s actions.11

Nash equilibria are relatively stable phenomena. In an equilibrium, expectations and behavior are mutu-

ally reinforcing. If people expect others to conform to an equilibrium, this belief motivates them to conform

to it. No one has an incentive to adopt a different strategy. On the other hand, mutual conformity to the

equilibrium confirms everyone’s expectations. Seeing others conform to the equilibrium strengthens people’s

belief that others will generally conform to it (2006, p. 23; Ekeland, 2002). In short, a Nash equilibrium is

self-sustaining (Sugden, 2000). It involves a feedback loop whereby expectations motivate behaviors that

reinforce the original expectations.

Finally, let’s turn to normativity. Note something interesting about Bicchieri’s view: According to her,

a social norm can exist and be followed even if it lacks first-person normativity. It could be that no one

in the group personally approves of the norm, in that no one believes that one ought to comply with it.

However, a norm must have third-person normativity to motivate behavior. Group members must have

normative expectations to the effect that other people believe they should follow the norm. Otherwise, no

10In her 2006 book, gives a slightly more complicated account (2006, p. 11). To keep things simple, I stick with her more
recent formulation, except that I phrase it in terms of norms existing in groups instead of reference networks, which is Bicchieri’s
most recent terminology.

11This property of norms explains why they can solve cooperation problems, such as the Prisoner’s Dilemma (2006, p. 3).
For Bicchieri, social norms solve a cooperation problem by transforming it into a coordination game where mutual cooperation
is a Nash equilibrium (2006, pp. 25–26).
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one would want to follow it. Of course, social norms may have first-person normativity, too. Yet, third-person

normativity is always needed for norm conformity.12

To appreciate how a social norm may lack first-person normativity and still be effective, consider norms

held under pluralistic ignorance. In this state, people think that other people’s attitudes are at odds with

their own views, even when everyone’s public behavior is identical (Bicchieri, 2017, p. 42). For example, in a

group of college students, everyone may think that everyone but themselves approves of drinking heavily at

college parties (Prentice and Miller, 1993). Under pluralistic ignorance, no one endorses the standing norm.

Yet, they mistakenly believe that everyone else does. Hence, each is motivated to obey it.

Bicchieri’s view has many virtues. It offers a simple and elegant explanation of the core desiderata for

a theory of social norms. Yet, as I will argue in the next couple of sections, the view faces two serious

problems.

2.3 The Efficacy Problem

Start with the first problem.13 As we have seen, Bicchieri claims that people obey social norms because

they have social expectations. In particular, normative expectations are necessary to motivate compliance

because people’s personal attitudes are insufficiently motivating (Bicchieri, 2017, pp. 8–10). People may

approve of a social norm. Yet, if they don’t expect others to believe they should follow it, they prefer not to

do it.14 The Efficacy Problem is that it seems incoherent to claim that people can be motivated to conform

to a norm by other people’s approval of it but not their own.

Let me pose this problem as a dilemma. Bicchieri mentions two general reasons why normative expec-

tations may induce norm conformity (2006, pp. 23–25). First, one may fear the sanctions associated with

acting against other people’s normative views. Thus, I may want to obey a norm that others approve of

because I’m afraid they will punish me, in the sense of expressing their disapproval of my behavior through

some form of harsh treatment (Feinberg, 1965). For example, a Corsican man may be moved to take revenge

12However, normativity (first person or third person) isn’t needed for a norm to merely exist. A norm can exist without
being followed because people can have a conditional preference to obey it but lack the expectations that would trigger this
preference (2006, p. 38). For a counterexample to Bicchieri’s theory that exploits this feature of her view, see Brennan et al.
(2013, p. 25).

13This section borrows heavily from Elizabeth Anderson’s criticism of sanction-based theories of norms (2000, sec.4). Still,
my contribution is original in two ways. First, I show that Bicchieri’s view, while not a purely sanction-based view, is open
to Anderson’s objections. Second, I will later argue, contra Anderson, that the Efficacy Problem doesn’t force us to give up a
rational choice approach to norms.

14But this doesn’t mean that people’s normative attitudes are motivationally inert. Instead, what Bicchieri calls sensitivity,
i.e., the extent to which someone endorses a norm’s content, modulates the influence of social expectations over behavior. As
sensitivity increases, the need for social expectations to motivate behavior decreases. Still, norm conformity is always conditional
on social expectations. See (2017, p. 75).
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because he dreads being shunned by his family and friends (Bicchieri, 2006, p. 42; Elster, 1990, p. 871).15

Second, normative expectations may induce norm conformity due to the intrinsic merit one ascribes to

other people’s normative beliefs. Thus, I may want to follow a norm because I recognize that other people’s

demands are justified, not only because they might punish me. For example, an employer might raise her

workers’ wages because she realizes that their salary expectation is only fair, given their output.

The Efficacy Problem is that, in either of these pictures, normative expectations can motivate behavior

only if people’s normative attitudes can motivate them, too. Hence, it is incoherent to claim that people

are moved to follow a social norm by their expectation of other people’s approval but not by their own

acceptance of the norm.

Take the first idea: Normative expectations motivate norm conformity due to the fear of sanctions. If

this is why people want to follow a social norm, then the sanctions must be credible. People must have

good reason to think others will punish them for breaking the rules. Otherwise, they won’t be motivated

to obey them. Moreover, for sanctions to be credible, group members must be in the habit of punishing

norm violators. Otherwise, people will quickly learn that breaking the rules has no consequences. Hence,

normative expectations can induce norm conformity only if group members are prepared to enforce the norm

through sanctions.

But enforcing a norm in this way is a costly activity. It takes time and effort to discover norm violations

and punish offenders (Buchanan, 1975, p. 167). In doing so, one also risks provoking or alienating them

(Elster, 1989a, p. 133). So, the question arises, why are group members motivated to engage in these

activities? As Jon Elster puts it, what’s in it for them? (1989a, p. 132).

One possibility is that people punish offenders out of self-interest. As Bicchieri points out, many social

norms curb behaviors that produce public negative externalities, meaning collateral costs to third parties

(Bicchieri, 2017, pp. 28–29). For example, when you litter the local park, you impose a cost on me and

others. You cause our environment to become a bit more polluted. The norm against littering prevents

people from imposing this cost on others. Hence, group members have a collective interest in seeing it

enforced. Namely, everyone is better off if litterbugs are punished than if they aren’t.

Yet, despite being in the group’s collective interest, enforcing such prosocial norms needn’t be in anyone’s

individual best interest. In this type of case, norm enforcement is a public good. People benefit from it even

if they don’t contribute to it. Hence, they lack an incentive to contribute to it. Indeed, not punishing others

is the dominant strategy for each, meaning that it is the best choice for them no matter what other people

do. If others enforce the norm, one is tempted to enjoy the benefits of enforcement without shouldering the

15Sanctions can be positive as well as negative. I may want to obey a norm out of “a desire to please others and thus be
rewarded” (Bicchieri, 2006, p. 15). To keep things simple, I focus on the case of negative sanctions, keeping in mind that
positive sanctions raise the same problems.
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costs. If they don’t, one knows that one’s contribution isn’t enough to make the norm effective. In either

case, one is better off not helping enforce the rule.16

Another possibility is this: People want to punish offenders for the same reason they want to follow the

norm. Namely, they expect others to believe that they should enforce it. Wanting to avoid being punished

themselves, they have an incentive to punish others.

However, this suggestion is problematic. First, people don’t always believe that others should enforce a

social norm. Indeed, the contrary is often the case: Many social norms stand against people enforcing other

social norms. For instance, pointing out someone’s rude behavior is often considered impolite (Anderson,

2000, p. 181). Second, the suggestion invites a regress. What motivates people to punish those who fail to

punish those who break a social norm? If the answer is further sanctions, what motivates group members

to impose them? Someone must want to enforce the norm for reasons besides the fear of being punished.

Otherwise, every norm would need infinite sanctions to be effective (Anderson, 2000, p. 181; Elster, 1989a,

pp. 132–133).

The only alternative, it seems, is that group members enforce the norm because they approve of it. They

believe people should follow the norm, so they are driven to punish offenders at a personal cost. But then

they should want to follow the norm for the same reason. Someone willing to spend time and effort enforcing

a norm should also be ready to conform to it. However, this runs contrary to Bicchieri’s claim. Normative

expectations, it turns out, aren’t necessary to motivate norm conformity. Indeed, they can induce some

people to follow a social norm only if others are independently motivated to follow and enforce it.

Now take the second idea: Normative expectations induce norm conformity due to the intrinsic merit

one ascribes to other people’s demands. This idea avoids the enforcement problem just described. It entails

that social norms don’t need to be enforced to be effective. People expect others to believe that they should

follow the rules. Recognizing their demands as legitimate, they strive to satisfy them. Hence, there is no

challenge to explain what motivates group members to dole out sanctions. Sanctions are superfluous to norm

compliance.

However, this picture leads to an asymmetry problem. Suppose my motive to follow a social norm comes

from recognizing that your demands are justified. You are right to think I should share the cake equally

with you: It’s the fair thing for me to do. In that case, shouldn’t my own belief that I must share fairly with

you get me to act? Ex hypothesi, the influence of your normative views over my behavior has nothing to do

with the fact that they’re your views. Instead, your views about my obligations induce me to act because I

16This observation leads some writers to be skeptical about the idea that social norms can solve cooperation problems. They
can do this only if another cooperation problem related to norm enforcement can already be solved. See Heath (2008, pp. 42–63)
for discussion.

29



Chapter 2 2.4

recognize their intrinsic merit. If these beliefs motivate me to act when you hold them, they should also get

me to act when I hold them.

Again, this runs contrary to Bicchieri’s claim. According to her, there is an asymmetry between people’s

normative attitudes and their normative expectations regarding their influence on behavior. As it turns out,

however, this asymmetry is untenable. People’s normative expectations can motivate them only if their own

approval of the norm can motivate them, too.

The Efficacy Problem invites a very different picture of why people follow social norms. It suggests

that norms influence behavior because people internalize them (Henrich and Ensminger, 2014; Sripada and

Stich, 2006; Parsons, 1951). Due to socialization, they acquire an intrinsic desire to follow the rules of their

community. Moreover, they are internally motivated to impose sanctions on offenders. Hence, norm-guided

behaviors are independent, not interdependent. People don’t need to have social expectations to conform to

a social norm.

2.4 The Stability Problem

Let’s turn to the second problem for Bicchieri’s theory. As we saw, Bicchieri claims that mutual conformity

to a social norm is a Nash equilibrium. In such a state, expectations and behaviors are mutually reinforcing.

People’s expectations motivate them to conform to the norm. In turn, mutual conformity to the norm

confirms everyone’s expectations. The Stability Problem is that, while this story explains the stability of

empirical expectations, it fails to explain the stability of normative expectations. As we will see, these

expectations are exogenous to the equilibrium.

The Stability Problem arises because the way people behave isn’t a strong indication of what they think

should be done. In particular, the mere fact that a group behaves in a specific way isn’t strong evidence that

they endorse a norm to the effect that one should act that way. For example, many people use an umbrella

when it rains, but this doesn’t mean they think others should also use one.17 Hence, while seeing others

conform to a social norm may confirm one’s expectations about their behavior, it wouldn’t seem to confirm

one’s expectations about their normative views.

Let me explain in more detail. Suppose you have beliefs about what other people in your group are likely

to think and do. In particular, you expect them to engage in behavior b when they are in circumstances

c. Also, you expect them to believe that one should generally do b in c. Now, suppose you observe that

most of your fellow group members do b in c. Their behavior conforms to this regularity. In that case, your

evidence confirms your empirical expectations, but it doesn’t confirm your normative ones. On its own, the

17Bicchieri openly agrees with this idea, hence her insistence that one can’t infer the existence of a norm merely from a
behavioral regularity (2006, pp. 8–9; 2017, p. 50).
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regularity isn’t strong evidence that people think others should conform to it. To be sure, your evidence is

consistent with the hypothesis that people regard the practice as a norm. Yet, it is equally compatible with

the behavior being a mere group habit or an optional tradition, like singing carols on Christmas.

To sharpen this problem, consider a further fact about social groups. Namely, many of them are porous.

People flow through them, meaning that members are constantly joining and leaving them.18 Therefore,

explaining the stability of social norms involves explaining how newcomers to a group come to learn and

follow these rules.

Bicchieri’s view explains how new group members come to have empirical expectations. Seeing others

follow a rule, they come to expect them to act that way as a rule, i.e., regularly (Bicchieri, 2006, p. 13).

For example, if you observe all your new neighbors mowing their lawns at dusk, you will believe that this

behavior is common among them. Yet, Bicchieri doesn’t explain how newcomers come to have normative

expectations, i.e., why they expect others to think they should conform to the regularity. As we saw, the

practice itself offers no definite evidence to that effect. For all you know, there might be no norm of lawn

mowing at dusk among your new neighbors. Maybe all of them engage in this practice merely out of habit.19

One possible reply to my line of argument is this: Norm-guided behaviors go beyond norm compliance.

They also involve norm enforcement. That is, people don’t just follow social norms; they also discipline

offenders. Norm enforcement allows new group members to form normative expectations. It gives them

evidence that others hold certain normative views. For instance, if you see your new neighbors rebuking

anyone who doesn’t mow their lawn at dusk, you have a reason to think they expect you to participate in

this practice, too.

Note, however, that this reply is unavailable to Bicchieri. It presupposes a solution to the Efficacy

Problem. According to the reply, normative expectations are stable because they stand in a feedback loop

with norm enforcement. Enforcement practices give rise to normative expectations, which in turn help

sustain these practices. But, according to the first horn of the Efficacy Problem, normative expectations are

insufficient to motivate norm enforcement. The suggestion that they are invites an infinite regress. Absent

a solution to this problem, Bicchieri lacks the resources to explain the feedback loop between norm-guided

behaviors and social expectations.

18In sociology and social psychology, this idea is sometimes expressed by saying that groups have permeable boundaries. For
a recent conceptualization of this notion, see Armenta et al. (2017).

19In her 2006 book, Bicchieri says that normative expectations can be second-order empirical expectations (2006, p. 15). If
they are, then the Stability Problem might not arise. This is because a behavioral regularity not only gives one a reason to
think it exists. It also gives one a reason to think others have a reason to think it exists (see Lewis, 1969, pp. 57–58). Yet,
Bicchieri does well to move away from this view of normative expectations. According to the normativity desideratum, norms
involve more than reciprocal empirical expectations. They involve normative attitudes or at least the belief that others hold
them.
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The reply is also problematic for a second reason. As we saw above, many social norms stand against

people enforcing other social norms. Hence, some social norms may seldom be enforced. For example, it

could be that, while your neighbors do think others should mow their lawn at dusk, they wouldn’t dare to

rebuke those who don’t do this. Doing so may go against a local norm of politeness. If norm enforcement is

the only source of evidence about other people’s normative attitudes, newcomers may never form the relevant

normative expectations.

In sum, Bicchieri’s view fails to explain the stability of normative expectations. Indeed, her view may

also fail to explain the persistence of empirical expectations in some cases. As she herself emphasizes, not

all social norms are prescriptive. Some are proscriptive, meaning that they rule certain behaviors out rather

than ruling them in (2006, pp. 8–9, 8-9). Proscriptive norms sustain behavioral regularities. Yet, being

omissive rather than comissive, these regularities are hard to detect from an outsider’s perspective. They

don’t involve observable behaviors. Instead, they involve people who avoid acting in specific ways.

In the case of proscriptive norms, normative expectations seem to come before empirical ones. One first

learns that others disapprove of, say, picking one’s nose. Later, one forms the belief that others don’t usually

behave this way. Crucially, normative expectations make the corresponding regularity salient. They help

newcomers see that group members don’t usually pick their noses, while they may never notice that others

don’t tend to hum La Marseillaise. If Bicchieri’s theory fails to explain how newcomers acquire normative

expectations, then it fails to explain how they acquire the empirical expectations associated with proscriptive

norms.

Let’s take stock of the argument so far. Bicchieri’s theory of norms faces two serious problems. As it turns

out, both have to do with the notion of normative expectations.

On the one hand, Bicchieri gives an incoherent account of the efficacy of social norms. She claims

that normative expectations are always needed for norm conformity because people’s approval of a norm is

insufficiently motivating. However, as we saw, normative expectations can influence people’s behavior only

if their own approval of the norm can also motivate them.

On the other hand, Bicchieri gives an incomplete account of the stability of social norms. She argues that

social expectations are stable because they stand in a feedback loop with norm-guided behaviors. However,

norm-guided behaviors can sustain people’s empirical expectations but not their normative expectations.

At the same time, normative expectations are central to Bicchieri’s view. She needs to invoke them to

explain the normativity of social norms. Bicchieri cannot reformulate her view in a way that appeals only

to, say, empirical expectations. Instead, normative expectations are crucial to distinguishing between mere

descriptive norms, like Lewisian conventions, and social norms proper.
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In the following two sections, I show how we can solve the two problems facing Bicchieri’s view. Moreover,

I show how we can do this while remaining broadly within a rational choice approach to social norms. In

particular, we can retain two crucial game-theoretic insights of the theory. First, norm-guided behaviors

are interdependent (instead of independent, as in the norm internalization view). Second, social norms are

stable because they involve expectations and behaviors in equilibrium.

2.5 Esteem

Start with the Efficacy Problem. The key to solving it, I believe, is realizing that Bicchieri’s taxonomy

of reasons why normative expectations influence behavior isn’t exhaustive. According to her, normative

expectations induce conformity either because of the fear of sanctions or the intrinsic merit one ascribes to

other people’s demands. There is, however, a third possibility: Normative expectations motivate action due

to the esteem one expects to get (or the disesteem one hopes to avoid) by doing what others believe one

should do.20

I take the idea that people desire esteem from Geoffrey Brennan and Philip Pettit (2004).21 According

to them, desiring other people’s esteem involves wanting them to hold a particular attitude towards one’s

person. This attitude has two features that are relevant for my purposes.

First, esteem is an evaluative attitude. It involves a rating of a person based on their performance in some

evaluative dimension. For example, if I esteem you as a soccer player, my attitude towards you involves a

positive evaluation of your soccer-playing skills. I must believe that you play the game fairly well. Otherwise,

it would be impossible for me to esteem you on this front.

Second, esteem is a comparative attitude. It involves an assessment of how the person performs in the

relevant dimension compared with others in a reference group. If I esteem you as a soccer player, I must

believe that you are better at the game than other players. You may play the game very well. Yet, if you

don’t outperform others in that group, you won’t enjoy my esteem.22

As Brennan and Pettit point out, human beings seek other people’s esteem. They long to be held in

positive regard by others, and they dread being held in disesteem by them. On the one hand, this preference

may be purely instrumental. I may want to be esteemed by others because of the good things their esteem

will bring me. It will help me win their trust and access new opportunities for interaction. On the other hand,

the desire for esteem may be intrinsic. I may value other people’s esteem as something good independently

20Bicchieri sometimes comes close to this idea. She claims, for example, that we can follow norms out of a desire to please
others (2006, p. 24). Yet, she ties this desire with a further desire to be rewarded, that is, with a positive sanction (2006, p. 24).

21As Brennan and Pettit point out, the idea is accepted by a long list of writers, from Cicero to David Hume.
22For Brennan and Pettit, esteem is also a directive attitude, in the sense that “it communicates the message that the sort

of performance esteemed or disesteemed is one to be emulated or avoided” (2004, p. 22).
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of its consequences. Indeed, human beings may be biologically primed to care about esteem intrinsically as

this desire would appear to increase their inclusive fitness (2004, p. 30; see also Sugden, 2000, sect. 4)).23

The desire for esteem can explain why normative expectations have the power to motivate behavior. If

I expect others to believe that I should follow a social norm, then I can also expect them to hold me in

disesteem if I fail to do it. I can expect them, that is, to hold a negative attitude of disapproval towards

me based on my poor performance following our shared rule. Not wanting to become the target of their

disesteem, I have an incentive to conform to the rule.

Note how this idea solves the Efficacy Problem. First, it avoids the first horn of the dilemma, i.e., the

enforcement issue. When people value esteem intrinsically, their motivation to follow a norm doesn’t depend

on expecting to be punished. If they anticipate norm violations to attract disapproval, they’ll obey the norm

even if they don’t think others will express their disapproval by sanctioning them. This means, in turn, that

others don’t have to enforce the norm through sanctions to ensure compliance. It is sufficient that they are

around in enough numbers so that norm violations are likely to be detected. In that case, potential offenders

will expect to be discovered, and they will be deterred (Pettit, 1990, p. 739).

Let me explain. According to the esteem picture, people are motivated to conform to social norms, but

not because others might punish them. Instead, they follow the rules to avoid other people’s disapproval.

The prospect of disesteem deters them from transgressing. In this sense, disesteem functions like a sanction.

Unlike a sanction, however, disesteem is an automatic deterrent (Pettit, 1990, p. 739). Group members don’t

need to express their disapproval of an offender for it to harm him. They just need to hold the attitude.

But holding this attitude isn’t something people do intentionally. They disapprove of others automatically

based on perceived norm transgressions.24

On this proposal, there is no challenge to explain what motivates group members to punish norm violators.

Social norms can be effective in the absence of sanctions. Accordingly, there is no need to assume that people’s

approval of a norm can motivate them independently of their social expectations.

Second, the idea that people desire esteem avoids the second horn of the Efficacy Problem, i.e., the

asymmetry issue. To see this, note that one might care a great deal about other people’s esteem without

caring about one’s self-esteem nearly as much. First, self-esteem isn’t as instrumentally valuable as social

esteem. Having a good opinion of myself need not help me win other people’s trust or access opportunities

for interaction. Second, even when the desire for esteem is intrinsic, self-esteem may have little value

23Plausibly, the desire for esteem is a part of what some social scientists call our norm psychology, viz., the host of evolved
adaptations allowing us to learn and follow social norms (Henrich, 2015; Sripada and Stich, 2006). Human norm psychology
might also include adaptations that make possible the cultural transmission of norms described in the next section (see Sterelny
(2012, chap. 7).

24Anderson (2000) describes this mechanism as an attitudinal or emotional sanction. Punishment, in contrast, is a behavioral
sanction, in the sense that it operates through the enforcer’s behavior. I avoid calling disesteem an attitudinal sanction because
I wish to highlight its automatic, non-intentional aspect.
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independently of social esteem. Often, a crucial source of our self-esteem is the esteem other people we care

about grant us. In such cases, I must enjoy the good opinion of others to have a good opinion of myself.

It follows that normative expectations can induce norm conformity even if people’s own approval of the

norm fails to motivate them. When I follow a norm because I know you believe I should, the fact that you

hold this normative attitude matters greatly to me. It entails that following the norm is a way of avoiding

your disesteem. In contrast, the fact that I share this attitude need not motivate me nearly as much. I might

not care about my self-esteem. Or, if I do, I may find it valuable only to the extent that you and others have

esteem for me.

In brief, invoking the desire for esteem solves the Efficacy Problem. It solves the puzzle of how people

can be motivated by other people’s approval of a norm but not necessarily by their own approval of it. Other

people’s approval matters because it is a source of esteem, while one’s own approval isn’t—or, at least, it

isn’t a source of esteem to the same degree, or one that is independent of the esteem one enjoys from others.

To close this section, let me note that the desire for esteem also explains an interesting feature of Bicchieri’s

theory that she herself fails to account for. Namely, it makes sense of why people’s preference to conform

to a social norm is conditional on their empirical expectations, not only on their normative ones. As we

have seen, esteem is a comparative attitude, meaning that I can hold you in disesteem for breaking a norm

only if I believe you do worse at following it than others. Empirical expectations allow people to infer that

they will do worse than others if they break the rules. They will be among the few offenders. Hence, they

can expect others to hold them in disesteem for their transgression. In short, empirical expectations make

it possible for normative expectations to motivate behavior.

2.6 Cultural Learning

Let’s move, finally, to addressing the Stability Problem. To solve this problem, we must reject a background

assumption in Bicchieri’s account of how norm-guided behaviors reinforce a group’s social expectations.

According to this assumption, people’s access to their own group’s practices is socially unmediated. They

encounter the local regularities in the same way they might discover social regularities elsewhere. Thus, they

must infer other people’s attitudes merely from their outward behavior. In reality, people’s access to their

own group’s norms is always socially mediated. Social norms are transmitted through cultural learning : We

acquire them by interacting with other people in our community.25

The idea that social norms are transmitted through cultural learning is widely accepted in the social

sciences (Tomasello, 2016; Henrich and Ensminger, 2014; Boyd and Richerson, 2005; Rogoff, 2003; Tomasello

25For an influential theory of cultural learning in general, see Tomasello et al. (1993).
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et al., 1993). Moreover, some theorists argue that the cultural learning of norms takes a specific form.

It is structured like an apprenticeship, that is, it happens through guided participation in social activities

(Sterelny, 2012; Rogoff, 1990). Apprentices in a craft learn the trade by working under an expert craftsperson.

In the same way, newcomers to a group learn its rules by partaking in the local practices with the guidance

of more experienced group members.

This apprenticeship in social norms has several features. First, it often relies on explicit instruction. A

parent, for example, may explicitly teach their child that they shouldn’t have their elbows on the table. Very

frequently, however, the guidance provided by group members to novices is only implicit. Group members

can pass along norms to a newcomer by teasing or shaming her if she falls short (Rogoff, 2003, 217-218).

Furthermore, group members structure the newcomer’s learning environment, exposing her to examples of

approved and forbidden behaviors through chitchat, gossip, stories, fables, and even games (Sterelny, 2012,

164).

Second, the cultural transmission of norms is often vertical. Norms are handed down from parents to

children and from one generation to the next. Thus, we learn many of our group’s codes from our parents

and elders. But the transmission of norms can also be horizontal. It can happen between social peers. For

example, the unwritten rules of the workplace seem to spread in this way. New employees learn them from

senior ones, who act as provisional mentors.

Finally, social norms are often transmitted within formal institutions, such as the school or the workplace.

Yet, much cultural learning of norms is informal. It takes place outside institutions, relying instead on

unplanned, decentralized interactions between group members. Even when norms spread within institutions,

this is often not because they’re deliberately taught. Instead, places like the school and the workplace are

hotbeds of norm transmission because they offer individuals increased opportunities for interaction.

In the social sciences, the idea that norms are culturally learned is often wedded to the view that people

internalize them. People follow social norms out of an intrinsic desire to follow them, and they acquire

this desire because they are socialized into following these rules.26. However, the cultural learning of norms

can play a very different role in a social group, which I now want to highlight. Namely, it can give rise to

mutual normative expectations between group members. Thanks to shared cultural learning practices, group

members form expectations about each other’s normative attitudes.

26The connection between socialization and norm internalization features prominently in classic sociological accounts of
norms such as Durkheim’s and Parsons’s. See Heath (2008, chap. 2) for an overview. Bicchieri is a staunch critic of the
socialization/internalization picture (see, e.g., 2014).
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To see this, let me first introduce the idea of a public indicator,27 by which I mean a state of affairs, p,

with the following features:

1. The fact that p holds is public.

2. p supports an inference to a further fact, q.

3. The fact that p supports an inference to q is public.

Condition (1) says that p is a public state of affairs. It is out in the open between the members of a

social group. Condition (2) says that p is an indicator of a further fact, q. It is a cause, a concomitant, or a

symptom of q. Hence, someone who knows that p holds is licensed to infer that q holds. Finally, condition

(3) says that p’s status as an indicator of q is itself out in the open between group members. Take the

fact that the clouds in the sky are dark. This is a public indicator that it will rain. It is a public fact that

publicly indicates the prospect of rain. When there are dark clouds in the sky, everyone knows they should

carry an umbrella.

I now wish to argue that, within a social group, the cultural learning of the local norms by newcomers

is a public indicator. It publicly indicates to group members that they all know these rules and use them to

evaluate each other’s behavior.

First, the cultural learning of norms is a public state of affairs. As we have seen, within a group, everyone

undergoes an apprenticeship in the local rules. Thus, everyone knows firsthand that newcomers are generally

trained to learn these rules. Second, the cultural learning of norms is an indicator that group members know

the rules. Indeed, group members can be expected to know them precisely because they’re all inducted

into them. Finally, this fact itself is public in the group. It shows up in the things we say to each other

when someone breaks the local norms. “I guess his parents didn’t teach him to say please and thank you!”

“Didn’t anybody tell you? You’re supposed to pass the Port to the left,” “Weren’t you taught not to touch

things that aren’t yours?” As statements like these show, we publicly accept cultural learning as the default

explanation for why people can be expected to know the local standards.

In sum, the cultural learning of norms publicly indicates to a group that everyone is fluent in the local

norms. As such, it gives rise to mutual normative expectations between them. Given shared cultural learning

practices, anyone can expect others to hold her behavior to the shared standards. She can expect them to

believe that she should share equally with others, tip the waiter, or whatever. As we have seen, these

expectations can motivate people to obey these norms.

27This notion is inspired by Cubitt and Sugden’s (2003) idea of a reflexive common indicator. One advantage of my
terminology is that it doesn’t presuppose an analysis of publicity in terms of common knowledge, which has come to be
controversial (see Lederman, 2018). Further, unlike Cubitt and Sugden, I’m not interested in giving a formal account of public
indication. An informal description is enough for my purposes
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I’m now able to state my solution to the Stability Problem. The problem, recall, was to explain how

normative expectations are stable. This involves explaining how newcomers to a social group come to acquire

them. The answer is that new group members form normative expectations due to cultural learning. Group

members introduce them to the local rules. For this reason, they come to learn these rules, but they also come

to expect others to learn them. Indeed, cultural learning creates a public normative framework : a shared

stock of rules that people use to evaluate each other’s conduct. Combined with the desire for esteem, these

shared rules can sustain social regularities, which then become the training ground for the next generation

of group members. Thus, we have a feedback loop whereby expectations motivate behaviors, which in turn

sustain the original expectations.

In closing, note that cultural learning also explains how people acquire the empirical expectations asso-

ciated with proscriptive social norms. Thanks to cultural learning, people come to know what they’re not

supposed to do. Hence, they also learn what actions others expect them not to perform. This expectation

can bring to salience the fact that others don’t usually do such things. They don’t pick their noses or cut in

line. Noticing these facts allows newcomers to form the corresponding empirical expectations.

2.7 Towards an Improved View

Let’s take stock of what has been achieved so far. I have identified two problems facing Cristina Bicchieri’s

theory of social norms. I have also shown how these problems can be solved by invoking the ideas of esteem

and cultural learning. Crucially, these ideas offer an improved account of social norms broadly within the

rational choice approach Bicchieri and others favor.

The ideas of esteem and cultural learning allow us to retain two central insights of Bicchieri’s game-

theoretic analysis of norms. First, the idea that people seek others’ esteem helps us preserve the view

that norm-guided behaviors are interdependent. According to the esteem picture developed in Section 5,

people follow social norms because of a kind of social incentive. Namely, they expect others to hold them in

disesteem if they don’t follow the local rules. Thus, we don’t need to think that norm-guided behaviors are

independent in that people are internally motivated to follow social norms.

Second, the idea that people acquire norms through cultural learning preserves the view that social norms

involve expectations and behaviors in equilibrium. According to the account developed in Section 6, norm-

guided behaviors can sustain social expectations because people learn norms from others. Indeed, cultural

learning gives rise to mutual normative expectations between group members. Thus, we have a feedback

loop between social expectations and norm-guided behaviors (Fig. 2.1). Social expectations motivate norm
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Figure 2.1: Feedback loop between social expectations and norm-guided behaviors

conformity due to the desire for esteem. In turn, norm conformity sustains the expectations due to cultural

learning.

As we can see in Fig. 1, when we put them together, the ideas of esteem and cultural learning offer the

skeleton of an improved theory of social norms. These ideas explain why social norms are motivationally

efficacious and stable. At the same time, like Bicchieri’s view, the emerging picture satisfies the normativity

desideratum. According to the proposal, social norms are normative because group members have mutual

normative expectations. They expect each other to know and apply certain behavioral rules.

Of course, much work remains to be done to turn this schematic view of norms into a full-fledged theory.

On the esteem front, we need to know under what conditions the desire for esteem influences behavior, how

it interacts with other motives like self-interest and morality, what adaptations lie at its basis, and where

they come from. On the cultural learning front, we need to know under what conditions it operates, to

what extent it can reliably transmit norms, what capacities lie at its basis, and where they come from. As

is perhaps apparent, we won’t solve most of these questions from the armchair. Solving them will require

significant empirical work.

Let me conclude this paper with some brief comments on the prospects of applying rational choice ideas

to questions in social theory. Bicchieri’s theory is a prime example of how game-theoretic notions can be

used to impose conceptual clarity and give empirical content to our talk of social norms. Indeed, Bicchieri

sees herself as offering a rational reconstruction of this concept (2006, pp. 3–4).28 She uses the machinery of

rational choice theory (notions such as expectations, conditional preferences, and equilibrium) to substitute

a precise concept for an imprecise one.29 Bicchieri’s analysis of norms allows us to distinguish between social

28The idea of using rational reconstruction to elucidate our talk of norms is due to Edna Ullmann-Margalit (1977).
29Much like Ullmann-Margalit, Bicchieri aims to give an explication, in Carnap’s sense, of the notion of a social norm.

Carnap describes explication as “transforming a given more or less inexact concept into an exact one or, rather, in replacing
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norms and other social entities. Moreover, it has empirical, testable content. Thus, it can underwrite efforts

to measure and change social norms.

At the same time, the problems with her view speak to the need to combine rational choice rigor with

social-psychological insight. As we have seen, these problems can only be solved by invoking empirically

informed claims about why people follow social norms and how they acquire them. In short, a bare-bones

rational reconstruction of norms is insufficient to meet the desiderata for an adequate theory of the phe-

nomenon. Our account must put social-psychological flesh on the rational choice bone to make sense of the

roles social norms play in the social sciences, social theory, and philosophy.30

This eclectic approach, by the way, is not alien to the rational choice tradition in social theory. It is

already present in David Lewis’s trailblazing account of social conventions (Guala, 2007). In developing

his account, Lewis appeals both to the game-theoretic idea of equilibria in a coordination game and the

social-psychological concept of salience. I see no reason to be less eclectic in theorizing about social norms.

the first by the second” (1962, p. 3). Unlike conceptual analysis, the primary goal of explication is not to describe how we, as a
community of speakers, use a term. Instead, it aims to introduce an analogous new concept that is fruitful for some theoretical
enterprise, even if it distorts the pre-theoretic notion.

30Of course, this is not to suggest that Bicchieri’s account isn’t informed by social-scientific insight. On the contrary, her
theory invokes many important ideas from a wide range of disciplines to explain how norms emerge, how they change, and how
people follow them in context. Still, her core analysis of what social norms are is highly abstract.
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The Sanctions Paradox

Abstract

According to a natural idea, people in a group are motivated to adhere to social norms because they are

willing to impose social sanctions on each other in case anyone breaks them. However, this view faces the

sanctions paradox, according to which people who are willing to sanction others for breaking a norm should

also be motivated to follow the norm in the absence of sanctions. I offer a solution to the paradox based

on the idea that social sanctions can serve a communicative function in a group. If people use sanctions as

signals of wrongdoing, the cost of sanctioning others is cheap compared to the cost of being sanctioned by

them. Hence, one may be motivated to sanction others without thereby being motivated to obey the norm

absent sanctions.

Introduction

Why do we follow social norms, i.e., the unwritten rules of conduct that exist in every human group?

Consider some examples. When you have a picnic at the park, you’re supposed to take your trash away with

you. And when you want to get coffee in the morning, you’re supposed to stand in line at the coffee shop.

The question is, why do you bother doing these things? Taking your trash with you is a hassle; standing in

line takes time.

Of course, cleaning up after yourself helps keep the park clean. But leaving a couple of napkins behind

when you leave won’t make the park a mess. Likewise, standing in line helps everyone get their coffee. But

if others are already standing in line, you can save yourself a lot of time by skipping it.
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These considerations motivate the following thought: To the extent that we follow these social rules, we

do it because other people care if we do and may behave unpleasantly toward us if we don’t. They may

gossip about us to their friends or refuse to greet us when we cross them in the hallway. At worst, they

may call us out on our behavior, much to our embarrassment. In a word, they may impose various social

sanctions on us for disobeying these norms.

You may be thinking that this idea paints an excessively unflattering picture of our motives. We often

see some value in behaviors like cleaning up after oneself and respecting one’s turn in line independently

of their social consequences. For example, even if leaving some bits of trash behind won’t make the park a

mess, you may still care about being a clean and neat person. Hence, the idea goes, we often prefer to do

these things independently of whether other people care if we do them.

But here a moment of self-examination is called for. Ask yourself: If nobody minded trashing the park,

would you still want to clean up after yourself before leaving? And if everyone else was jumping the line,

would you still want to stand in it? For many of us, the answer to these questions seems to be “no” (Bicchieri,

2006). Even if we see some value in these actions, this may only be because other people see value in them

too, and may sanction us if we don’t act accordingly.

In this paper, I study the idea that we follow social norms mainly because of the sanctions associated

with them. As we will see, this view is held by many social theorists, who see it as the key to explaining

why social norms are so effective in motivating action. Social norms are effective because they are backed

by a system of social sanctions.

Yet, this view faces a challenge. According to some critics, the view is self-defeating : If it’s true, then

it’s false. As opposed to what happens with legal norms, there’s no official authority in charge of enforcing

social norms. We enforce these norms ourselves by sanctioning each other when we break them. But if we

care enough about a norm to bother sanctioning each other for breaking it, then it seems we must also care

enough about it to follow it in the absence of sanctions. This is the sanctions paradox.

In what follows, I offer a solution to this paradox. As we will see, my solution integrates many ideas for

how to solve the paradox but also adds something new to them. I argue that social sanctions are a way

for people in a group to communicate with each other about violations of their shared norms. Sanctions, in

a word, are a kind of signal. Yet, given people’s shared interests in disapproving of norm violators, these

signals can be reliable while still being quite cheap. Since the cost of sanctions is low compared to the cost

of norm compliance, we may care enough about a norm to bother sanctioning others, yet not enough about

it to follow the norm in the absence of such sanctions.

I proceed as follows. In Section 1, I explain why social norms give rise to the question of why we’re

reliably motivated to follow them, even when this question fails to arise for other kinds of social rules. In
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Section 2, I formulate the sanctions paradox in detail. Sections 3 to 6 are devoted to discussing different

ideas for solving the paradox. In each case, I argue that the idea adds an important element to the solution,

even if it doesn’t fully solve the paradox. Finally, in Sections 7 and 8, I develop my own solution.

3.1 The Motivational Question

Social norms raise a question about motivation. When a social norm exists in a group, people are reliably

motivated to adhere to it. While some people may break the rule sometimes, most tend to follow it most of

the time.1 The question that arises is: What explains their motivation to do so?

Let me explain how this motivational question regarding social norms arises. Consider, first, the fact

that social norms, or at least many of them, are collectively beneficial rules (Horne and Mollborn, 2020;

Coleman, 1994; Ullmann-Margalit, 1977).2 Norms are collectively beneficial in the sense that we’re all

better off with them than without them (Pettit, 2019). As many social theorists have pointed out, social life

would be extremely challenging, if not impossible, without a framework of social rules that include truth-

telling, promise-keeping, respect for each other’s property, and cooperation. Social norms are a fundamental

component of social order: A world without such rules would resemble the bleak Hobbesian vision of a state

of nature involving the war of all against all (Horne and Mollborn, 2020).

Notice, however, that these types of social rules can be collectively beneficial only at the expense of being

individually burdensome (Pettit, 2019). Norms require each of us to do things we often would prefer not to

do. They require that we refrain from telling lies, breaking promises, seizing others’ property, and free-riding

on others’ efforts, even when acting in these ways might seem to serve our rational self-interest. Adhering

to social norms is individually burdensome or costly because it involves sacrificing our pursuit of individual

interests for the sake of the group’s interests.

This property of social norms can be more precisely defined. Indeed, many social theorists contrast the

rules involved in social norms with other types of social rules, such as coordinating conventions (Pettit, 2019;

Bicchieri, 2017, 2006; Ullmann-Margalit, 1977). These different kinds of social rules contribute to social order

in different ways. Coordinating conventions solve coordination problems, that is, situations where people

want to coordinate with each other but there are multiple ways to do so (Lewis, 1969). Coordinating

conventions solve these problems by allowing people to know what to expect from each other. For instance,

if there is a convention of driving on the right side of the road, I can expect you to drive on the right, and I

can plan to do the same.

1This fact abut norms is what distinguishes them from mere social standards, that is, principles people endorse but need
not live up to. For this distinction between norms and standards, see Pettit (2019).

2See, however, Elster (1989a, chap. 3) for a critique of this idea.
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However, when it comes to social norms solving collective action problems, these aren’t merely coor-

dination problems. Instead, they are what Cristina Bicchieri (2006) calls mixed-motive games—situations

where people share a common interest in acting together, but they also have conflicting interests over how

to do so.3 The classic example is the free-riding problem, where people aim to achieve a collective good,

such as a litter-free environment, yet each person is tempted to let others make all the effort to secure that

collective good (Hardin and Cullity, 2020). In this scenario, people have a shared interest in maintaining a

clean environment, but they have conflicting interests in deciding who will contribute to keeping it clean.

Social norms resolve this problem by requiring everyone to contribute, even if they’d prefer not to.

However, this distinction between social norms and conventions leads to a motivational question that

doesn’t arise in the case of conventions. Once a convention is established in a group, it is clear why everyone

should be motivated to follow it consistently. Following the convention aligns with each person’s rational self-

interest, provided they expect everyone else to do the same. Conventions are Nash equilibria in the underlying

coordination game, meaning that each person benefits from following these rules whenever everyone else does

(Lewis, 1969).4

However, this isn’t the case for social norms. Social norms aren’t equilibria of the underlying games they

solve.5 Therefore, simply expecting others to follow these rules is insufficient to motivate people to abide by

them. For example, if I can expect other people to refrain from littering the park, this might give me even

more reason to litter because I can enjoy the collective benefit without incurring any individual cost. The

question then becomes: What motivates me and others to consistently adhere to such rules?

3.2 The Sanctions Paradox

But maybe this motivational question regarding social norms has a simple answer. As many social theorists

point out, social norms are typically backed by social sanctions, namely, social penalties associated with

breaking such rules (Horne and Mollborn, 2020; Elster, 2017, 1989a; Bicchieri, 2006; Anderson, 2000). It is

natural to think, then, that people are motivated to adhere to social norms because they wish to avoid being

the object of such sanctions.

Of course, social norms don’t trigger the same type of sanctions associated with breaking more formal

rules and codes, such as the law (Elster, 1989a). Firstly, when it comes to social norms, there is no official

authority responsible for penalizing deviations from these rules. When you mix stripes and plaids, there’s no

3Bicchieri’s notion of a “mixed-motive” game is slightly different from the traditional understanding of this idea in game
theory, c.f., Schelling (1980, p. 89).

4Strictly speaking, conventions are what Lewis calls “coordination equilibria,” meaning Nash equilibria such that departing
from them not only makes the individual worse off, it also makes other players worse off.

5According to Bicchieri, social norms transform the games they solve into games where following the norm is an equilibrium
(2006, p. 26). Yet, this transformation presupposes that sanctions are available and effective in the group.
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literal fashion police around to administer a punishment fitting for your “crime.” Instead, with social norms,

people administer the sanctions themselves by monitoring and penalizing each other’s behavior.

Secondly, the type of sanctions associated with social norms aren’t the sort of formal, material punish-

ments and penalties associated with breaking the law, such as fines and prison sentences. Instead, they

are informal penalties related to people’s ability to enjoy social goods like approval, reputation, and status.

They include such things as criticism, disapproval, gossip, snubbing, and ostracism (Pettit, 2019; Horne,

2007; Elster, 1989a).6. Still, for social creatures like us, these kinds of social penalties are genuine penalties.

Hence, most people are motivated to avoid them.

Although it may seem compelling at first, the idea that people follow social norms because they wish to

avoid sanctions encounters a significant challenge. As several critics have argued, this idea would seem to

be self-defeating—that is, if the idea is true, then it would seem to be false (Anderson, 2000; Elster, 1989a).

I call this the sanctions paradox.

To see how this paradox arises, consider, first, that—as things seem—sanctions are always costly to

impose, even when they’re only the sort of informal social penalties associated with disobeying social norms

(Elster, 1989a; Buchanan, 1975). For one thing, imposing such sanctions on others takes time and effort:

One must monitor their behavior and respond appropriately to deviations by expressing one’s disapproval

in criticism, gossip, or whatever. Moreover, in sanctioning others, one also risks provoking or alienating

them. For example, when you confront someone for littering the park, you waste a good amount of time

and energy, all while risking conflict or retaliation. Thus, social sanctions give rise to a second motivational

question, that is, if sanctions are individually costly, why are people reliably motivated to sanction norm

transgressors?7 As Jon Elster poignantly puts this question, what’s in it for them? (1989a, p. 132).

The answer to this second motivational question can’t be that people sanction others because they’re

afraid of being sanctioned themselves (Elster, 1989a). First, as a matter of empirical fact, people don’t

typically sanction people who fail to sanction norm transgressors (Anderson, 2000).8 Second, this suggestion

invites a regress. What motivates people to impose sanctions on those who fail to sanction others? If the

answer is further sanctions, where does the cycle end? Sanctions can’t go on indefinitely. Somewhere or

other, people must want to sanction norm transgressors for a reason other than wanting to avoid a sanction.

What might this reason be? One natural thought is that people sanction norm transgressors simply

because they approve of the norm (Anderson, 2000; Elster, 1989a). That is, they think everyone should

6As will become clear below, another difference between social sanction and formal/legal sanctions is that the latter are
typically intentionally imposed, while the former need no be imposed intentionally on others.

7It is sometimes said that norms that solve collective action problems give rise to a second-order collective action problem
having to do with the imposition of sanctions (Buchanan, 1975).

8Indeed, as Anderson (2000) points out, sometimes punishing norm violations is itself regarded as a norm violation. Pointing
out other people’s impoliteness is sometimes considered impolite.
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follow the norm, so they’re motivated to sanction offenders, even at a personal cost. I may, for instance,

think that trashing the park is the wrong thing to do. And this belief may drive me to chastise any litterbug

I happen to encounter.

But now we come to the crux of the paradox. For if norm approval is enough to motivate people to

sanction norm transgressors, then it seems it should also be enough to motivate them to obey the norm

in the absence of sanctions. In other words, if norm approval is a good answer to the second motivational

question—i.e., why do people sanction norm transgressors?—then it should also be a good answer to the

first motivational question—i.e., why do people follow the norm?

To see this more clearly, let’s say that when someone approves of a norm, they incur a cost whenever

this rule is broken (either by themselves or by others)—call this cost a. Also, following the norm has a cost

coming from the individual burden of compliance—call it b. Finally, let c be the cost of sanctions. Then,

people in a group are generally motivated to sanction norm transgressors only if, for most of them:

(1) a > c

Likewise, sanctions motivate norm compliance in the group only if, for most people:

(2) pc > b (where p is the probability of transgressors getting caught)

But (1) and (2) jointly entail that, for most people in the group:

(3) a > b

That is, if norm approval is enough to get people in the group to pay the cost of effective sanctions

against norm transgressors, it should also get them to endure the burden of adhering to the norm.

It follows that the idea that people obey social norms because they want to avoid sanctions is self-

defeating. This idea presupposes that sanctions are (1) available, in the sense that people are generally

motivated to sanction norm transgressors. The idea also presupposes that sanctions are (2) effective, in the

sense that the threat of sanctions deters people from transgressing. However, as the paradox seems to show,

whenever effective sanctions are available, they’re also (3) redundant. Under these circumstances, people are

motivated to comply with the norm independently of sanctions.9

9For other formulations of this sanctions paradox, see Buchanan (1975, pp. 132–133) and Brennan and Pettit (2004, chap.
14).
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The sanctions paradox suggests a different view on why people are motivated to follow social norms. The

idea is that people follow norms because they have internalized them, meaning that they have acquired an

intrinsic desire to obey and enforce them (Anderson, 2000; Elster, 1989a).10 For example, they cooperate

with others, not because this suits their individual interests, but because they have been socialized to value

cooperation in and of itself. At best, sanctions play only a secondary role in norm compliance. They’re an

important backup motive in cases where one’s intrinsic motivation falters. If I’m ever tempted to litter the

park, for example, the thought that you might catch me may dissuade me from doing so. Most of the time,

however, sanctions are redundant to norm compliance.

3.3 Altruistic Punishment

Can the sanctions paradox be solved? In the next four sections, I’ll discuss various attempts to solve it.

Although, as we shall see, these proposed solutions are incomplete, each contributes an important element

to the solution I’ll develop starting in Section 7.

Consider, first, the idea that the paradox can be solved by appealing to the phenomenon of altruistic

punishment. This is the phenomenon whereby people exhibit a tendency or disposition to punish others at a

cost to themselves and without clear gains (Fehr and Gächter, 2002; Van Lange et al., 2014). In cooperative

interactions, altruistic punishers are willing to impose costly sanctions on non-cooperators, even when doing

so has no strategic or material benefits for them.

Various empirical studies have shown that people tend to behave like altruistic punishers. For example,

in a now-classic study, Fehr and Gächter (2002) had subjects play a public goods game11 with the option of

punishing each other. Subjects were given tokens that they could use to make contributions to a public pot.

Moreover, they could observe other people’s contributions and punish them by having some of their tokens

deducted from them for a fee. Using this experimental paradigm, Fehr and Gächter found that subjects were

willing to punish non-cooperators even when (1) doing so was costly to them, (2) there were no repeated

interactions and, hence, punishment didn’t deter future non-cooperation, and (3) participants were unknown

to each other and, hence, punishment didn’t improve one’s reputation as a cooperator.

One might think that altruistic punishment offers a solution to the sanctions paradox. Given this phe-

nomenon, there seems to be no special need to account for people’s motivation to enforce social norms

through sanctions. Even if sanctions are costly, they’re also readily available, at least in the case of social

norms that promote cooperation. Norm compliance, on the other hand, isn’t altruistic. On the contrary,

10For a detailed discussion of the idea of internalization, see Kelly (2020).
11In a public good game, players have the choice of making contributions to a public pot. The amount in the pot is then

multiplied and divided between the players. For each player, it is individually rational to let others contribute to the pot, while
he keeps his resources for himself. Yet, when everyone does this, they all do worse than if they had all contributed to the pot.
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the prospect of sanctions is crucial to explain compliance with cooperative norms. In altruistic punishment

studies, for example, introducing the option of punishing others substantially increased the overall level of

contributions to the public pot. These studies suggest that, in general, people know that others will likely

punish them if they don’t cooperate, and this knowledge motivates them to cooperate.12

Altruistic punishment explains various important features of social sanctions. First, as just mentioned, the

idea explains why social sanctions are widely available; that is, it explains why, in general, norm transgressions

are associated with social penalties like disapproval and criticism. Second, the idea accounts for why social

sanctions tend to be sincere; that is, it explains why, in general, people don’t impose sanctions on others

merely to further their own self-interest, but rather, they do so out of a sincere commitment to cooperative

norms. Finally, the idea explains why social sanctions can often involve an emotional element. Altruistic

punishment studies indicate that punishment is often associated with strong negative emotional reactions.

However, considered in and of itself, altruistic punishment doesn’t fully solve the sanctions paradox. This

is because, recall, solving the paradox not only involves explaining how sanctions can be widely available in

a group but also explaining why, in being widely available, sanctions don’t also become redundant. The idea

of altruistic punishment doesn’t account for why people’s motivation to punish non-cooperators doesn’t also

translate into a motivation to cooperate in the absence of punishment.

Indeed, altruistic punishment only raises the same puzzle in a slightly different form. With altruistic

punishment, we might ask what sort of process is responsible for our tendency to punish others altruistically.

As with other psychological propensities or dispositions, the possibilities here range from natural selection

to cultural evolution and individual learning (or a combination of these processes) (O’Connor, 2022). But

then the worry is that any process that selects for a capacity for costly punishment of norm transgressors

should also select for a capacity for costly norm-following. If the process sustains a disposition to punish

others at a cost to oneself because of the benefits associated with cooperative behaviors, why shouldn’t it

directly sustain a disposition to engage in such behaviors? (Boyd et al., 2003). So here, again, it seems we’re

right back in the paradox.

3.4 Cheap Sanctions

As we have seen, the sanctions paradox suggests that anyone motivated to impose costly sanctions against

norm transgressors should also be motivated to adhere to the norm in the absence of sanctions. However,

this idea holds only if the cost of sanctions is comparable to the cost of norm compliance. Elliot Sober and

12For a review of the various findings of altruistic punishment studies, see Van Lange et al. (2014).
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David Sloan Wilson (1998) question this assumption. They argue that, while sanctions are costly, their cost

is generally lower than the cost of compliance. Sanctions are cheap compared to norm conformity.

According to Sober and Wilson, obeying cooperative social norms has a significant cost given the nature

of the social problems these rules are meant to solve. As we saw in Section 1, in promoting social goods

such as honesty, fidelity, respect for property and reciprocity, social norms impose a significant burden on

individuals. As Sober and Wilson point out, other cooperative norms of division of labor and fair sharing

demand large expenditures of time, energy, and resources. Indeed, these costs can be so high that individuals

might prefer not to incur them were it not for the threat of social rewards and sanctions.

In contrast, imposing sanctions on others can be done at a much lower cost to the individual. Sober and

Wilson illustrate this idea with the following example:

[In 13th-century Spanish Jewish society] a law was. . . in place that a man who did not pay his

taxes would have a blot placed upon his genealogy. . . A blot on a person’s genealogy could prevent

a marriage. Thus, failure to pay taxes could have severe costs, not only for the individual but

also for his descendants. . . It costs an individual a great deal to fork over a large fraction of his

income. It costs the keeper of the genealogy almost nothing to make a blot. (1998, pp. 144–145)

Supposing this kind of asymmetry exists between the cost of norm compliance and the cost of sanctions,

the sanctions paradox fails to arise. This asymmetry presupposes the existence of another asymmetry, at

least if sanctions are effective—namely, it entails that the cost of sanctioning others is significantly lower

than the cost of being sanctioned by others. This is reflected in Sober and Wilson’s example. The cost of

making a blot of ink on a piece of paper is negligible, but the cost of being deprived of the kind of social

goods that typically come with marriage is quite significant, especially in a society were being married is

central to being able to access other social goods such as reputation and status.

With this asymmetry in mind, it’s easy to see where the sanctions paradox falls apart. As I have

reconstructed it in Section 2, the paradox relies on the unexpressed assumption that the cost of sanctioning

is equal to or greater than the cost of being sanctioned. If this assumption is incorrect, however, then (1)

and (2) don’t jointly entail (3). If the cost of sanctioning, c∗, is lower than the cost of being sanctioned,

c ∗ ∗, then a > c∗ and pc ∗ ∗ > b need not entail a > b. That is to say, social sanctions can be available

and effective without thereby being redundant. People’s approval of a norm motivates them to altruistically

sanction norms transgressors, and these sanctions are sufficiently severe to motivate norm compliance. Yet,

people aren’t motivated to follow the norm by their own approval of it. The threat of sanctions is needed to

motivate norm compliance.
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The idea of cheap sanctions also solves the puzzle arising from the phenomenon of altruistic punishment.

Since punishment is cheaper than norm conformity, a process that selects for a capacity for altruistic pun-

ishment need not also select for a capacity for obeying norms altruistically. On the contrary, cheap sanctions

make it possible for processes like natural or cultural evolution to stabilize cooperative norms because it

makes it possible for such processes to stabilize practices of punishing deviations from such norms.13 When

this happens, people follow norms to avoid being punished, yet they punish others altruistically.

As we can see, then, the idea of cheap sanctions promises to solve the sanctions paradox. Nevertheless,

a complete solution is still lacking. For we don’t yet have an explanation for why, in general, sanctions are

so cheap. Regarding this point, Sober and Wilson write that “[i]t is an important fact of human life that

individuals can often greatly increase (reward) or decrease (punish) the fitness of others at trivial costs to

themselves” (1998, p. 144). But what accounts for this “important fact of human life”? In the next few

sections, I suggest that the explanation has to do with our desire for approval or esteem.

3.5 Esteem

To explain why social sanctions are cheaper than norm conformity, we can start by observing that sanctions

are often associated with attitudes of approval and disapproval. That is, when someone breaks a norm,

others not only impose sanctions on him in the form of behaviors like criticism, gossip, or ostracism, they

also disapprove of his conduct. Indeed, these sanctioning behaviors are just various more or less conventional

ways of expressing this attitude of disapproval. Likewise, when someone honors a norm, this behavior might

trigger certain social rewards, but also attitudes of approval and admiration on the part of others.

The attitudes of approval and disapproval behind social sanctions are important because people not only

care about how others act towards them but also about what they think about them. They have a desire

for social approval or—as some theorists call it—esteem (Pettit, 1990; Sugden, 2000; Brennan and Pettit,

2004).14 That is to say, they want others to have a good opinion of them, particularly one that casts them

in a better light than relevant others (Brennan and Pettit, 2004). For instance, as a philosopher, I desire

the esteem of my peers, hoping they see me as a proficient philosopher, perhaps even surpassing others in

the field.

The desire for esteem is party instrumental. Enjoying the good opinion of others is crucial to being able

to access a host of social goods. When others have us in good esteem, they’re more likely to trust us and

cooperate with us. But the desire or preference for approval is also importantly intrinsic. That is, most of

13Sober and Wilson call this process the amplification of altruism. Given this amplification, processes like group selection
may select for behaviors that may otherwise be too individually costly to be selected.

14For a detailed discussion of the nature of the attitude of esteem, see Brennan and Pettit (2004, chap. 1).
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us value social approval for its own sake, independently of the good consequences it might bring us. We care

about what others think of us, and we are terrified at the idea that they might hold a bad opinion of us,

even if, for some reason or other, this has no upstream consequences in terms of how they behave toward us.

Because people care deeply about disapproval or disesteem, the cost of being sanctioned by others can

be quite high. As previously mentioned, social sanctions convey others’ disapproval of one’s behavior.

Furthermore, because this disapproval is based on standards and rules shared within a group, it carries a

sort of collective validation which makes it particularly costly for the recipient. Social sanctions express one’s

group’s disapproval of one’s behavior, over and above each individual’s personal assessment of it (Bicchieri

et al., 2018). In Sober and Wilson’s example, for instance, the blot of ink upon one’s genealogy is a socially

sanctioned expression of condemnation against one’s refusal to pay one’s taxes.

However, in contrast to the high cost of being the object of social disapproval or disesteem, the cost of

disapproving of others can be quite low. Indeed, as Philip Pettit has argued, disapproving of others can be

costless, insofar as people don’t disapprove of others intentionally (Pettit, 2023, 1990; see also Brennan and

Pettit, 2004, 2000). Unlike the expression of disapproval through criticism and other sanctions, the attitude

of disapproval isn’t a kind of intentional response. Instead, one forms this attitude more or less automatically

based on perceived norm transgressions. When you see me littering the park, for example, you form a bad

opinion of me, but this isn’t something you do intentionally. Hence, your reaction doesn’t carry the costs in

time and energy necessarily associated with intentional behavior.15

If people desire social approval or esteem, then they suffer a cost whenever they know others disapprove

of them. Even if such others never express their disapproval, the mere fact that they hold this attitude is a

kind of penalty; It frustrates one’s desire for esteem. This means that disapproval can itself be a sanction,

whether or not it gets expressed through criticism. If I know that others will think poorly of me for breaking

a norm, then I know I’ll suffer a penalty for breaking it, even if they never say a word to me.

According to Pettit, the possibility of non-intentional disapproval offers a solution to the sanctions para-

dox. Often, it is a matter of common awareness between group members that certain behaviors will trigger

other people’s disapproval. If I cut in line at the coffee shop, it will be a matter of common awareness

between me and the people standing in line that my behavior is censurable in light of our shared norms.

The prospect of being the target of this social disapproval may be sufficient to deter me from cutting in line,

but others don’t have to do as much as lift a finger to enforce this rule.

15Of course, even if disapproval isn’t costly in the sense of being intentionally imposed on others, it’s still costly in another
sense. Disapproval—at least of the kind associated with norm transgressions—is a psychologically taxing attitude (Shoemaker
and Vargas, 2021). When I disapprove of you, holding this attitude carries various mental costs for me. It affects my “equanimity,
time, energy, self-control, and self-governance” (2021, p. 582). Just think about how unpleasant and unsettling it can be to see
someone cutting in line at the coffee shop. However, this is not a cost the agent incurs intentionally. Because disapproval is a
non-intentional or automatic response, it doesn’t give rise to what I have called the “second motivational question.”
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The idea of non-intentional disapproval captures one crucial way whereby social norms are enforced.

However, it isn’t a full response to the sanctions paradox. Considered in and of itself, the idea doesn’t

explain why, when social norms are broken, people do typically express their disapproval of violators through

criticism, gossip, and ostracism. As we saw, part of the observation that social norms are backed by sanctions

is the idea that norm transgressions typically trigger not only sanctioning attitudes like disapproval but also

various sanctioning behaviors (Elster, 1989a; Nolan, 2017). However, if these behaviors are costly enough,

then this raises the paradox once more. In that case, we would need to conclude that whatever motivates

people to express their disapproval of norm transgressions should also motivate them to adhere to the norm

in the absence of disapproval.

3.6 Virtue Signaling

Perhaps to explain why people express their disapproval of norm violators through criticism, gossip, and

other social sanctions, we must appeal to the idea that these behaviors can operate as a kind of signal within

a group. In particular, sanctioning norm transgressors might be a form of virtue signaling, in that people do

it to communicate to each other their commitment to abiding by the norm.

Again, the starting point for this suggestion is the idea that people generally seek the approval or esteem

of others. Naturally, this desire may translate into a concern for maintaining a good reputation among them

(Pettit, 2023). If people know that others generally approve of a norm, they’ll want to cultivate a reputation

for being a reliable norm follower—someone committed to honoring the norm. For instance, if I know that

people around me care about recycling, then I’ll want to cultivate a reputation as a zealous recycler because

this will improve my esteem and status within the group.

The desire to have a good reputation might motivate people to sanction norm violators as a way of

advertising their commitment to the norm to others. In such cases, people engage in virtue signaling: They

participate in public moral discourse to improve their moral reputation (Westra, 2021; Tosi and Warmke,

2016). For example, to showcase my commitment to recycling, I may publicly condemn anyone whom I catch

not sorting plastic and paper into different bins.

This kind of virtue signaling is possible because, in condemning norm offenders, one opens oneself up

to a cost if one ever breaks the norm oneself (Pettit, 2023). Namely, if this happens, others may rightfully

accuse one not only of breaking the norm but also of being a hypocrite. Condemning norm offenders, then,

is only rational if one is truly motivated to honoring the norm. Hence, it serves to indicate to others that one

indeed has this motivation. In other words, virtue signaling through sanctions can be understood as a kind

of costly signaling (Zahavi, 1975). That is, it is a form of signaling whose cost carries reliable information
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about the presence of an underlying trait. Just as only the fittest peacocks can afford a big and flashy tail

to attract peahens, only those people truly committed to a norm can afford to engage in costly displays of

sanctioning behavior.

Like non-intentional disapproval, virtue signaling is an important way by which norms are enforced.

However, this idea can’t explain why sanctions tend to be widely available in a group. Costly signals only

work well if they’re not accessible to all. If most individuals can afford the signal, then the signal lacks

informational value because it fails to expose outliers (Sterelny, 2012, p. 110).16 For example, if any peacock

could afford a big and flashy tail, peahen wouldn’t be able to distinguish high-quality from low-quality males

based on their tails. When understood as a form of costly signaling, then, virtue signaling may explain why

people engage in relatively costly and infrequent forms of sanctioning, such as very public and ostentatious

forms of condemnation. Yet, it fails to explain why they engage in less costly and more frequent forms of

sanctioning.

3.7 Cheap Signals

In this section, I’ll start developing my solution to the sanctions paradox. My solution draws on the various

ideas for solving the paradox we have discussed so far, particularly the esteem account of Section 5. I’ll argue

that sanctions are cheap signals of norm violations. That is, when someone breaks a norm, behaviors like

criticism, gossip, and ostracism serve to communicate this transgression to the group in a way that need not

involve a high cost. It follows that sanctioning others is generally cheaper than being sanctioned by others.

As we saw when discussing the esteem view in Section 5, under certain conditions, social sanctions can

be costless, in the sense that people don’t intentionally spend time or energy imposing them on others.

In particular, norm enforcement through attitudinal sanctions of disapproval can be costless under what

economists call conditions of perfect monitoring (see e.g., Mailath and Samuelson, 2006), that is, when

people’s choices, including their norm violations, are a matter of common awareness among group members.

Under conditions of perfect monitoring, people don’t spend time or energy being on the lookout for

norm transgressions. Instead, whenever someone breaks a norm, everyone knows about it, and this as a

matter of common knowledge. Moreover, upon discovering norm violations, people don’t spend time or

energy punishing the transgressors. They enforce the norm by forming an attitude of disapproval toward

them, which they don’t do intentionally. An example of a situation that approximates these conditions is

standing in a line. When someone jumps a line, this fact is immediately clear to everyone who’s standing in

it. Further, people in line enforce it by coming to disapprove of the line jumper.

16For an insightful discussion of why costly signaling theory doesn’t apply well to social traits that are widespread in a group,
see Sterelny (2012, chap. 5)
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However, many, if not most, cases where norms are broken aren’t like this. Instead, they are cases of

imperfect monitoring, in the sense that norm violations aren’t a matter of common awareness among group

members. Under conditions of imperfect monitoring, only some but not all people in the group know that a

shared rule has been broken. If Jones cheats me on a business deal, you may not know anything about it.

If his cattle trespass my property, you—who live on the other side of the hill—may remain ignorant of this

fact. If he fails to share fairly with me, he might still share fairly with you.

Under conditions of imperfect monitoring, there’s room for communicating about norm violations. Sit-

uations of imperfect monitoring are situations of imperfect information: In these situations, when someone

breaks a norm, some people know about this, while others don’t. Hence, there’s an opportunity for the

former to inform the latter about the transgression. If you don’t know about Jones’s wayward behavior,

I have an opportunity to inform you about it. Clearly, this opportunity doesn’t arise under conditions of

perfect monitoring where norm violations are a matter of common awareness in a group.

Assuming that under conditions of imperfect monitoring there’s room for communication about norm

transgressions, what can we say about the cost of this communication? That is, if group members send

and receive signals concerning the violation of certain shared rules, what can we expect the cost of these

signals to be? We can approach this question from the perspective of costly signaling theory (Spence, 2002,

1973; Veblen, 1953).17 One of the central insights of this theory is that the cost of a signal is a function

of the interests of the communicative parties. In particular, if the parties have conflicting interests in

communicating, then the signals they use to do so can be honest or reliable only if they’re sufficiently costly.

The parties have conflicting interests whenever successful deceit would benefit the signaler at the expense of

the receiver (Bird and Smith, 2005). For example, peacocks benefit at the expense of peahens if they’re able

to deceive them about their quality as males. Hence, between peacocks and peahens, honest communication

is only possible through costly signals, like a big and flashy tail.

In contrast, if the communicative parties have a common or shared interest in communicating honestly,

then the signals they use to do so can be quite cheap (Maynard Smith, 1991). That is, if the signaler wouldn’t

profit from deceiving the receiver at her expense, then both parties can communicate honestly or reliably at

no great cost to each.

In the case of norm violations, what can we say about the interests of group members in communicating

about these events? Clearly, people typically will want to deceive others about their own norm-following

behavior. For example, deceiving you and others about my cheating ways is clearly beneficial for me. If

I deceive you successfully, I avoid your disapproval for breaking our shared rules. Moreover, this deceit

benefits me at your expense because you continue cooperating with me when you otherwise wouldn’t. I get

17See Bird and Smith (2005) for a review of costly singling theory and its central tenets.

54



Chapter 3 3.8

to enjoy the benefit of being a cheater, an exploiter, or a free rider, while you and others have to put up with

the costs. Hence, people’s signals about their own norm-following behavior can only be trusted if they’re

sufficiently costly. They must “put their money where their mouth is” by, for example, being prepared to

publicly condemn norm violations, as happens in virtue signaling.

Note, however, that this conflict of interests all but disappears whenever people are communicating about

other people’s norm following behavior. People in a group have no interest in deceiving each other about

whether third parties break the shared rules.18 If I happen to catch someone breaking a norm, I have no

interest in covering for them. For one thing, I don’t benefit from them avoiding the group’s disapproval.

If anything, this goes against my interests, for in that case, I have to put up with the costs of their non-

cooperation. I have to put up with the costs of their cheating, exploiting, or free-riding.

To see this more clearly, consider how social approval or esteem normally operates, particularly in the

sort of collective action problems that social norms are meant to solve, as we discussed in Section 1.19 When

people in a group are pursuing some collective goal, they share a rational interest in social approval or esteem

being granted to group members based on their contribution to that collective goal. They all want reliable

cooperators to be socially rewarded because this increases the group’s chances of success (Ridgeway, 2019).

On the other hand, each individual wants as much approval or esteem as possible for themselves independently

of their level of contribution to the group effort (ibid.). This is because people generally desire esteem, both

instrumentally, given its effects on social trust, power, and influence, but also intrinsically.

If this is how our desire for approval or esteem operates in the context of collective action, then there will

be a conflict of interest between group members in communicating about their own adherence to a norm.

People will generally want to lie about their behavior as a way of securing or maintaining the approval of

others. However, there will be no conflict of interest between group members in communicating about the

transgressions of third parties. As we just saw, group members share a rational interest in allocating approval

or esteem to people based on their contribution to the group’s goals. If Jones breaks our shared cooperative

norms, for example, both you and I have an interest in him being deprived of social approval or esteem.

Thanks to this coincidence of interests, communication about norm violations in a group can be quite

cheap. Under conditions of imperfect monitoring, people can use cheap signals to inform one another about

the norm violations committed by third parties. In sum, people’s shared desire to allocate esteem to others

based on their contribution to joint efforts drives down the cost of communication concerning people’s failures

to contribute to these efforts.

18I’m here abstracting away from cases where the communicative parties are somehow related to the norm violators, through
ties of family or friendship or whatever.

19For a general discussion of how the desire for esteem or status operates in the context of collective action, see Ridgeway
(2019, chap. 2).
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3.8 Social Sanctions as Cheap Signals

The sanctions paradox can be solved if we appreciate the fact social sanctions can serve as signals of the

violation of certain shared rules. In this section, I’ll argue that social sanctions can operate as signals, and

show how this idea solves the sanctions paradox in a way that ties together the different proposed solutions

that we reviewed in Sections 3 to 6.

As we have seen, sanctioning behaviors such as criticism, gossip, and ostracism are expressions of social

disapproval triggered by the violation of social norms. When I criticize or confront you for cutting in line or

littering the park, my actions express my disapproval of your behavior, where this attitude is based on our

shared standards concerning proper behavior when standing in line or going on a picnic. Moreover, in the

case of social norms, this kind of sanctioning behavior is often public. I display my disapproval in ways that

not only you but also other people in the group can see. If you cut in line in front of me, I might loudly

voice my complaints about this. And if you run a stop sign, I might honk my horn at you.

Expressions of disapproval like these can serve a communicative role or function in the group. They may

serve to indicate both to the transgressor and to other group members that a shared rule or standard has been

broken. According to various moral philosophers, reactive attitudes such as blame have a communicative

point (Fricker, 2016; Macnamara, 2015; Bennett, 2012). When I blame you for something you did to me,

my attitude is a way for me to (non-verbally) communicate to you that, as I see things, you have broken an

important norm governing our interaction. Likewise, social sanctions can serve a similar function. They can

be a way for people in a group to (verbally or non-verbally) communicate to others that, as things seem to

them, an important shared norm has been breached, perhaps in a particularly serious way. In short, social

sanctions can operate as signals of wrongdoing. In expressing my disapproval of your conduct, I may be

communicating to you and others that our norms have been compromised.

Of course, some people may sanction others precisely because they recognize that social sanctions have

a communicative role and wish to communicate to others that a norm has been broken. That is to say,

the communicative role of sanctions may be the motivating reason why some people engage in sanctioning.

However, sanctions can serve a signaling function even if the sanctioner doesn’t intend that they do, or

isn’t even aware of this fact. Blame plays a communicative role, yet, in blaming you, I need not intend

to communicate anything to you. Likewise, sanctions may play a communicative role even if people who

impose them don’t intend that they do. Here, it seems enough that other group members regard sanctions

as reliable signals of wrongdoing, independently of the intentions of the signaler.

In any case, the important point is that, as we saw in the last section, my sanctioning behaviors can

operate as honest, reliable signals with minimal associated costs. Of course, my expression of disapproval
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already involves some costs in time, effort, and energy. However, my disapproval need not carry any further

costs for it to be taken as a credible signal that a norm has been broken. It need not involve the sort of

costly display that we observe in the peacock’s tail or in the ostentatious grandstanding of the virtue signaler.

Often, simply voicing my disapproval will be enough to communicate the relevant information.

We can see these features of social sanctions reflected in Sober and Wilson’s example form Section 4.

Making a blot of ink upon someone’s genealogy is a kind of punishment. As such, it expresses the group’s

disapproval of the tax evader’s actions. At the same time, the blot clearly serves a communicative function.

The blot serves as an indication to other people in the group, particularly potential mates, that the person

so marked has transgressed an important shared cooperative norm. At the same time, the blot is also

an incredibly cheap sanction to implement. Because people in the community have a common interest in

tax evaders being punished and chastised, the blot can operate as a reliable signal of tax evasion without

involving high costs.

If all this is correct, then we have a complete solution to the sanctions paradox. This view of sanctions

entails that there is a substantial asymmetry between the cost of sanctioning others and the cost of being

sanctioned by others. The cost of sanctioning others is, simply, the relatively low cost of expressing one’s

disapproval of their behavior. If sanctions are signals of wrongdoing, however, the cost of being the object

of sanctions can be quite steep. In being sanctioned, one comes to be disapproved, not only by the person

imposing the sanction but also by other group members. And, as we discussed in Section 5, being the object

of this kind of concerted social disapproval can be very costly for creatures like us who care about and seek

the approval and esteem of others.

In light of this asymmetry between sanctioning and being sanctioned, it’s just not the case that one’s

motivation to sanction others must necessarily translate into a motivation to follow the relevant norm in

the absence of sanctions. In particular, one’s motivation regarding social norms might be Janus-faced. As

potential enforcers of these norms, our motivation to impose sanctions on others might be altruistic, as

emphasized by the altruistic punishment literature. It could be that, upon observing a norm being violated,

we’re motivated to punish or otherwise sanction the transgressor, not because this brings some strategic

advantage to us, but merely because we value the norm intrinsically. Hence, we’re willing to endure some

personal cost to have the norm enforced. On the other hand, as potential norm abiders, our motivation

to follow the norm depends on our expectation of being sanctioned if we don’t. We don’t follow the norm

altruistically. Instead, we do so to avoid the loss of approval or esteem concomitant with being caught

breaking it. In sum, looking at others, we enforce the norm altruistically; looking at ourselves, we follow the

norm out of a fear of sanctions.
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This view also clarifies why the process responsible for our tendency to enforce norms altruistically need

not also endow us with a tendency to follow norms altruistically. Because sanctions have a low cost, a process

of natural selection or cultural evolution may stabilize a practice of enforcing deviations from cooperative

norms, even if the same process cannot stabilize a practice of following such norms. Yet, once the enforcement

practice is in place, the norm is widely followed because group members have a rational interest in doing so.

Conclusion

Why do we follow social norms? According to a natural and plausible view, we follow norms because we

want to avoid the sanctions that come with breaking them.

In groups where the people in charge of sanctioning are the same people who must follow these rules,

this natural idea seems to give rise to a paradox. Namely, if people care enough about a norm to bother

sanctioning others for breaking it, then it seems they should also want to follow the norm in the absence of

sanctions.

We have seen how this paradox can be dealt with. This is a generalization of the esteem view discussed

in Section 5. When people care about esteem, they share a common interest in allocating esteem to others

based on their contribution to the group’s collective efforts. In light of this common interest, expressions

of disapproval triggered by norm transgressions can operate as cheap signals that a common, shared norm

has been broken. Under these conditions, sanctioning others is much less costly than being sanctioned by

others. Hence, one’s motivation to sanction others need not translate into a motivation to follow the norm

in the absence of sanctions.

The emerging picture is that our motivation concerning social norms is Janus-faced. When we look at

other people’s behavior, we care about norms intrinsically and are willing to enforce them altruistically, even

at a personal cost. When we look at our own behavior, we care about norms instrumentally, in the sense

that we see norm-following as a way of securing or maintaining our esteem or status in a group. These

two contrasting aspects of our motivation aren’t in tension. On the contrary, they explain why we can live

peaceful and productive lives based on shared rules that govern our interactions. We follow these mutual

covenants because we are afraid of the swords that we ourselves wield.
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Taught Rules: Instruction and the

Evolution of Norms

Abstract

Why do we have social norms—of fairness, cooperation, trust, property, or gender? Modern-day Humeans, as

I call them, believe these norms are best accounted for in cultural evolutionary terms, as adaptive solutions

to recurrent problems of social interaction. In this paper, I discuss a challenge to this “Humean Program.”

Social norms involve widespread behaviors, but also distinctive psychological attitudes and dispositions.

According to the challenge, Humean accounts of norms leave their psychological side unexplained. They

explain, say, why we share equally, but not why we disapprove of those who don’t. I defend the Humean

Program against this challenge. In particular, I suggest an idea for how to extend the Program to account

for the psychological side of norms. Socially adaptive behaviors aren’t just likely to emerge in a group;

They’re also likely to be widely taught within it. The transmission of these behaviors through instruction

explains why they’re associated with distinctive normative attitudes and dispositions. These attitudes play

a pedagogical role in helping transmit these behaviors to children and newcomers.

Introduction1

Having agreed to go hunting together, the Lion, the Fox, the Jackal, and the Wolf manage to catch a stag.

If each of them contributed equally to the hunt, how should they divide up the kill?

1This paper is accepted for publication in Philosophical Studies. Please cite the published version.
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For most of us, this isn’t a hard question: Into four equal parts, of course! That’s what fairness requires.

Indeed, absent more information about the case, any other division seems unfair. Thus, we resent the Lion

when we learn he’s taken the lion’s share of the kill.

A harder question is why this answer comes so naturally to us. Why do we tend to think that, in this

situation and others like it, one should share alike? From where comes the idea that doing otherwise is

wrong?

According to many philosophers, these ideas are best accounted for in evolutionary terms. We disapprove

of unequal division because we have somehow evolved to think so. But the kind of evolution at stake here

isn’t biological. It is cultural evolution, which means, roughly, a change in belief over time (Alexander, 2007,

p. 19).

I call the project of explaining our commitment to fairness and other social norms in cultural evolutionary

terms “The Humean Program.” The name comes from David Hume’s account of the origin of the rules of

justice, particularly the institution of property, in Book 3 of A Treatise of Human Nature. There, Hume

argues that these rules aren’t the outcome of an explicit agreement between rational parties. Instead, they

arise out of a gradual process of social evolution. As he writes:

Nor is the rule concerning the stability of possession the less deriv’d from human conventions,

that it arises gradually, and acquires force by a slow progression, and by our repeated experience

of the inconveniences of transgressing it. (2007, sect. 3.2.10)

Modern-day Humeans apply this insight to explain the origin of various social norms. Besides norms of

fairness, they have studied norms of cooperation and coordination, trust, property, and gender.2 In each

case, Humeans aim to offer a naturalistically plausible account of how these norms first emerged.

Yet, despite its promise, the Humean Program faces a significant challenge. As some critics have argued,

the program incurs an explanatory deficit. Humeans aim to explain our commitment to social norms by

showing that certain behaviors associated with them are highly likely to emerge and stabilize in a group

through cultural evolution. However, explaining why people tend to behave in certain ways isn’t yet to

explain why they endorse a norm to the effect that one should act that way. It doesn’t explain, for example,

why they consider deviations from such behaviors to be wrong, not just unexpected. Insofar as social norms

are more than mere behavioral propensities, the Humean Program must be found lacking.

In this paper, I defend the Humean Program against this challenge. In particular, I put forward a

promising idea for how to extend the Program to account for the “normativity” of social norms. To be clear,

2For fairness, see Skyrms (2014, chap. 1), Alexander (2007, chap. 5), Zollman (2008), and Binmore (2005). For cooperation
and coordinating, see Axelrod (1984), Alexander (2007, chap. 3), Young (1993), and Sugden (2004). For trust, see Skyrms
(2014, chap. 3) and Alexander (2007, chap. 4). For property, see Gintis (2007). For gender, see O’Connor (2019).
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I don’t offer an actual extension; As we will see, doing so will involve substantial theoretical and empirical

work.

Put briefly, the idea is this: Socially adaptive behaviors like equal sharing aren’t just likely to evolve in

a group. They’re also likely to be widely taught within it. Once they emerge, group members are likely to

transmit these behaviors to newcomers by monitoring and correcting how they act. SUGDENut this type of

instruction profoundly transforms the nature of these practices. Monitoring and correction imply the type

of psychological attitudes and dispositions in virtue of which a behavioral regularity counts as a social norm

proper. Given instruction, practices like equal sharing become shared rules, not just common behaviors.

The structure of the paper is this. In Sections 1 and 2, I describe the Humean Program, focusing on one

specific application of it: SUGDENrian Skyrms’ influential account of the origin of our norm of fair division.

Next, in Sections 3 and 4, I raise the explanatory challenge and argue against some ways Humeans have

responded to it. Finally, in Sections 5 to 8, I develop my idea for how to meet the challenge, focusing again

on the case of fairness.

4.1 The Humean Program

The guiding hypothesis of the Humean Program is that social norms are culturally evolved solutions to re-

current problems of social interaction (Alexander, 2007, p. 23; Skyrms and Zollman, 2010, p. 266). Humeans

aim to explain the presence of a social norm in a group in terms of that norm’s cultural success in promoting

socially adaptive behaviors. Confirming this hypothesis for any given social norm N present in group G

involves establishing three different claims.

First, Humeans must establish Recurrence. They must show that there is a type of social situation, S,

such that members of G regularly find themselves in it. In other words, S is a recurrent social situation

in the group.3 To describe the central features of S, Humeans usually model it as a game in the sense of

game theory. A game in this sense refers to a set of two or more agents or “players,” each of whom can

adopt one of several different action strategies. In a game, each player’s outcome or “payoff” depends on

the combination of strategies adopted by all the players. Humeans model different types of social situations

using different games.

Second, Humeans must establish Nuisance. They must show that whenever members of G find themselves

in S, they face a social interaction problem, p. In other words, p is a problem inherent to the social situation.

Usually, p involves some tension between individual rationality and collective action. It is a situation where

3S might refer to a specific type of social situation or a broad class of social situations. Here, I focus on the former case
for simplicity’s sake. However, the latter approach promises to make sense of why there is often ambiguity and conflict in the
application of social norms. See Skyrms and Zollman (2010, p. 266) for discussion.
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each person acting rationally doesn’t ensure that they act together successfully. In every such case, group

members must find some way of coordinating or cooperating.4,5

Finally, Humeans must establish Resilience. They must show that norm N has culturally evolved among

the members of G because it allows them to respond to problem p in situation S. In other words, N is

a culturally adaptive response to the social interaction problem. To show this, Humeans usually offer an

evolutionary model of the population of G when they are repeatedly faced with cases of S. At the minimum,

such a model must include a representation of the state of the population at any given time, as well as

a specification of the dynamical laws describing how that population state changes over time (Alexander,

2007, p. 25). With such a model in hand, Humeans aim to show that norm N—represented in the model as

a particular action strategy—is evolutionarily robust, meaning that it is very likely to emerge and stabilize

in the population given plausible assumptions. Ideally, one wants to show that N emerges as a stable

evolutionary equilibrium in the model under a maximally wide range of initial conditions.6

Humeans use different types of evolutionary models.7 Although some of them admit a biological inter-

pretation, they are meant to be models of cultural evolution. This term means, roughly, a change in cultural

traits (i.e., beliefs, behaviors, skills) over time (Alexander, 2007, p. 19). Cultural evolution is possible because

some cultural traits are more adaptive than others, allowing people to cope better with social life. Further-

more, adaptive cultural traits are transmitted more often between group members, thus spreading in the

population. The transmission of cultural traits relies on different forms of social learning, namely, learning

where people acquire beliefs or behaviors from others (Laland and Hoppitt, 2013; Henrich and McElreath,

2003). Cultural traits spread in a group because people acquire them from others through mechanisms such

as imitating those who are more successful than them.

For Humeans, establishing Recurrence, Nuisance, and Resilience goes a long way toward explaining a

social norm’s presence in a group. Taken together, these three claims offer an equilibrium explanation of

the norm (Sober, 1983). This type of explanation is both less and more informative than a standard causal

explanation, where an event (like the emergence of a norm in a group) is explained by citing its cause. Unlike

a causal explanation, an equilibrium explanation doesn’t specify the causal history of the explanandum. Yet,

it makes up for this lack of detail by showing that a specific causal history isn’t needed to account for the

explanandum’s presence in a given setting. Insofar as the explanandum is a robustly emergent equilibrium

4In other cases, S may be problematic not because it involves a tension between individual rationality and collective action
but because group members lack the required information or willpower to implement the uniquely rational course of action for
everyone.

5For an accessible introduction to some familiar games used to model problematic social situations, see O’Connor (2022,
sect. 4).

6My notion of an evolutionarily robust norm or strategy is similar to Sober’s (1983) notion of a global equilibrium and
Alexander’s (2000) notion of a stochastically robust strategy.

7See Alexander (2007, chap. 2) for an overview.
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in that setting, it is highly likely to be brought about by some cause or another. In other words, equilibrium

explanations present a disjunction of causal scenarios (Sober, 1983, p. 204). Thus, they are more informative

than explanations that focus on a single causal history.8

4.2 Skyrms on Fairness

Moving forward, it will be useful to see how one can apply the Humean Program to a specific case. I’ll focus

on Brian Skyrms’ (2014; 1996) account of a widespread norm of fair division according to which people with

equal claims to some good should receive equal shares of it. Skyrms’ account of this norm is one of the best

developed and most discussed applications of the Humean Program. As such, it will be my focus for the

remainder of the paper.

Skyrms’ account of fair division starts with Recurrence. He describes a type of social situation that

people in any human group are likely to encounter. These are cases where two or more individuals must

decide how to divide a good between them on pain of losing it. Moreover, the parties to this interaction

are all symmetrically positioned in that all have a similar level of strength, experience, speed, etc. (Kitcher,

1999, p. 223). Imagine, for instance, a group of hunters who, having caught a stag together, must decide

how to divide it between them before it goes to waste.9

Skyrms introduces a version of the Nash bargaining game as a formal model of this simple distribution

problem. This game involves two players who must figure out how to divide a chocolate cake between them.

They must do so by each independently writing a final claim to a percentage of the cake on a piece of paper

and handing it to a referee. If both claims add up to more than 100%, the referee eats the cake. Otherwise,

each player gets what they claimed.

Moving to Nuisance, Skyrms notes that players in this divide-the-cake game face an equilibrium selection

problem. Without communicating, they must somehow agree on a way of dividing up the cake. If they ask

for more than 100%, they get nothing. If they ask for less, they fail to get as much cake as they can. The

problem is that there are many ways for them to jointly ask for exactly 100% of the cake. They could both

ask for half, or one could ask for 60% and the other for 40%, etc. Each such combination of strategies is

a Nash equilibrium of the game, in the sense that each player does as well as they can do given what their

partner is doing. The players’ problem consists in coordinating to select one among many such equilibria.

8Even if Humeans models fall short of explaining how a social norm potentially evolved, in the sense of specifying the
conditions under which it likely emerged and stabilized in a group, they might still offer other types of valuable information.
For instance, they may offer insight into how the norm possibly evolved or about the minimal conditions required for it to
evolve. For this distinction between “how-potentially,” “how-possibly,” and “how-minimally” uses of evolutionary models, see
O’Connor (2019, sect. 0.2).

9For more contemporary examples of situations with this structure, see Alexander (2007, p. 150).
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Turning to Resilience, Skyrms wants to show that in a group regularly facing the divide-the-cake game

the strategy of demanding half of the cake is highly likely to evolve. He argues for this claim by offering

an evolutionary model. In particular, he models the population according to the replicator dynamics. This

model assumes that different game strategies (Demand Half, Demand 60%, etc.) are initially present in the

population with different frequencies. Moreover, the frequency of any given strategy increases or decreases

depending on how the expected fitness of those who follow it compares to the average fitness of the population

(Alexander, 2007, p. 28). Here, one’s expected fitness is measured in terms of one’s expected payoff in the

game. So, if a strategy is such that its players can expect to do better in the game than the group average,

then the proportion of people playing it increases accordingly.10

The replicator dynamics can be interpreted in strictly biological terms (Taylor and Jonker, 1978) However,

the model also admits a cultural interpretation (Weibull, 1995). Indeed, one can show that when a group uses

a particular social learning strategy, their cultural evolution approximates the replicator dynamics (Schlag,

1998). This learning strategy consists in imitating others with a probability proportional to their success

in the game. Someone who follows this learning rule randomly selects another player from the population

and then compares her own payoff to theirs. If the other person’s payoff is higher, the player adopts their

strategy with a probability proportional to the payoff difference (Alexander, 2021).

Having introduced this model, Skyrms shows that demanding half of the cake is an evolutionarily robust

strategy in the population under the assumption that strategies in the divide-the-cake game are weakly and

positively correlated. According to this assumption, people playing the same strategy are slightly more likely

to partner up with each other than with people who follow a different strategy.11 There are several ways

of defending this assumption in Skyrms’ model. Social interactions may happen within the same family or

clan or in social networks involving “neighborhoods” of like-minded individuals (Alexander, 2000). In any

case, under these conditions, the strategy of demanding 50% of the cake emerges as a stable evolutionary

equilibrium under virtually all the initial conditions of the model. Thus, Skyrms concludes that:

10More formally, the replicator dynamics represents the state of the population at any given time using a state vector
−→s = (s1, ..., sm), where si denotes the proportion of group members who follow strategy i. The expected fitness of an agent
following i (F (i|−→s )) is their expected payoff, namely, the sum of the payoffs they would obtain playing every other strategy in
the population, weighted by their probabilities. The crucial dynamical assumption of the model is that the instantaneous rate
of change of si is a function of the difference between the expected fitness of agents who play that strategy and the average
fitness of the population. In mathematical form:

∂si
∂t

= si(F (i|−→s )− F (−→s |−→s ))

In this equation,

F (−→s |−→s ) =
∑m

i=1 siF (i|−→s ).

For how to derive this equation, see Alexander (2007, p. 29).
11In Skyrms’ model, correlation works through a function that inflates the likelihood that a strategy meets itself and deflates

the likelihood that it meets a different strategy. For details, see Skyrms (1996, chap. 1, fn. 30).
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In a finite population,12 in a finite time, where there is some random element in evolution, some

reasonable amount of divisibility of the good and some correlation, we can say that it is likely

that something close to share and share alike should evolve in dividing-the-cake situations. This

is, perhaps, a beginning of an explanation of the origin of our concept of justice. (1996, p. 21)

4.3 The Explanatory Deficit

Humean accounts of the origin of social norms can fail in several ways. First, regarding Recurrence and

Nuisance, any such account might fail to be representative (D’Arms et al., 1998, p. 89). It might posit a

situation S and a problem p that the group is unlikely to have ever encountered. Hence, norm N can’t be

explained as an evolved response to situations with that structure. For example, some critics argue that

Skyrms’ divide-the-cake game is an unrealistic model of distribution problems. Although these problems are

frequent in social life, they seldom involve a referee or near-perfect symmetry between the parties (Kitcher,

1999, p. 223; D’Arms et al., 1998, pp. 89–90).13

Further, regarding Resilience, a Humean model might fail to be sufficiently robust (D’Arms et al., 1998,

p. 90). The model might fail to show that norm N is likely to emerge and stabilize in the population across

a sufficiently wide range of conditions. For instance, D’Arms et al. (1998) argue that Skyrms’ model of fair

division is insufficiently robust. As we saw, this model assumes that action strategies in the divide-the-cake

game are weakly correlated. Yet, people might rationally want to play this game in a way that introduces

anti-correlation between their behaviors. Someone who demands 60% of the cake might seek a partner who

asks for 40%, not one who asks for 60%. Assuming anti-correlation, Demand Half is much less likely to

evolve in the replicator dynamics.

Even if Humean accounts are representative and robust, they face a deeper problem. Indeed, this problem

affects the Humean Program in general, not this or that specific model. As some critics have pointed out,

the program seems to incur an explanatory deficit. Humeans purport to explain our commitment to social

norms (e.g., our norm of fair division) by showing that certain action strategies associated with them (e.g.,

sharing equally) are evolutionarily robust. However, explaining why people tend to act in a certain way isn’t

yet to explain why they endorse a norm to the effect that one should act that way. Social norms aren’t

mere behavioral regularities. Hence, fully accounting for them requires more than explaining the behaviors

associated with them.14

12Strictly speaking, Skyrms’ model posits an infinite population, so this summary of his view seems to be inaccurate in this
respect. This point is made by Alexander (2007, p. 159).

13For a response to these criticisms of Skyrms’ model, see Alexander (2000, p. 150).
14For different versions of this critique, see Kitcher (1999), D’Arms (2000), and Anderson (2000).
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Social norms go beyond mere behavioral regularities in at least two ways. First, when a social norm

exists in a group, people adopt a special attitude towards deviations from the regularity in behavior. They

consider such deviations to be wrong, not just unexpected (Hart, 1961; Anderson, 2000). Second, because

people think of deviations this way, they’re disposed to punish or otherwise sanction those who deviate

(D’Arms, 2000). Consider our norm of fair division. When someone takes more than their fair share of a

good—like the Lion in Aesop’s fable—we’re not only surprised by their behavior. We also think they have

acted wrongly. Moreover, we usually resent them and may even call them out on their behavior. In sum,

social norms have a psychological dimension. They are behavioral regularities undergirded by distinctive

attitudes and dispositions.

Humean models of the evolution of norms leave their psychological side unexplained. These models

address the evolution of behavior, not psychology (O’Connor, 2022). That is, while they show that certain

behaviors are likely to culturally spread in a population on account of being socially adaptive, they’re

silent about the psychological mechanisms behind them. As far as the models go, the behaviors might be

caused in a variety of ways. A behavior like sharing equally could be produced by the type of attitudes

and dispositions characteristic of social norms, but it could also be caused by something else. It might,

for instance, result from a “fast and frugal,” System 1 heuristic, like the rules of thumb commonly used by

chess players (Alexander, 2007, pp. 22–23).15 This insensitivity to the psychology behind culturally evolved

behaviors impacts the explanatory power of Humean models. As Justin D’Arms puts the point, “a model

that is avowedly insensitive to whether the behavior it explains is (regarded as) [normatively] significant

cannot be an explanation of that significance” (2000, p. 299).

One may wonder whether Humeans really incur an explanatory deficit. As we saw, Humean models of

the origin of norms are meant to be models of cultural evolution. But these models represent interactions

between cultural agents, that is, agents whose behavior is often guided by attitudes such as normative

beliefs, values, and emotional tendencies. Given this assumption about the kind of agents they apply to,

it seems we can interpret Humean models as describing the evolution of behaviors to which people attach

certain normative significance from the outset. In short, we can interpret them as models of the evolution

of full-fledged norms, not mere regularities of behavior.

However, even if we can attribute normative attitudes and dispositions to the agents who figure in

Humean models, the issue is whether these models accord any role to such attitudes in the emergence of the

relevant practices. The answer would seem to be “no” (D’Arms, 2000). In Humean models, cultural fitness

is exclusively a function of how agents behave in social interaction problems. Hence, whatever selection

pressures these models target, they act primarily on behaviors. Due to these pressures, some behaviors

15Some Humeans explicitly compare social norms with such heuristics. See Alexander (2007, pp. 22–23).
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proliferate, others die out, irrespective of whether group members have normative attitudes towards them

or not. What guarantees, then, that they will have such attitudes?16

Maybe this criticism of the Humean Program is too quick. Perhaps Humean accounts of norms can be

extended to account for their psychological dimension. As we saw, Skyrms only claims to offer “a beginning

of an explanation of the origin of our concept of justice” (1996, p. 21; emphasis added). This claim suggests

that he thinks more work is needed to give a complete account of how fairness evolves.

However, the problem with the Humean Program isn’t just that it incurs an explanatory deficit but that

it makes it hard to see how this deficit could be bridged. As we saw, Humeans aim to show that strategies

like equal sharing are evolutionarily robust. But this means that these behaviors must be highly stable in

the face of deviations. In Skyrms’ model, for example, any “mutant” or innovator who decided to adopt

a strategy other than Demand Half would be driven into extinction pretty quickly. The reason for this

is simple: Once Demand Half has taken over the group, playing a different strategy simply doesn’t pay.

Anyone who deviates from the regularity is guaranteed to have a lower expected payoff than the population

average.17

Under these circumstances, it is hard to see what would be the point of the type of attitudes and

dispositions characteristic of social norms (D’Arms, 2000). If cultural evolution already weeds out deviations

from the regularity in behavior, why would group members ever come to disapprove of such deviations and

be disposed to sanction those who deviate? Having such attitudes and dispositions would be costly for them.

Blame and disapproval are psychologically taxing (Shoemaker and Vargas, 2021). Imposing sanctions on

others takes time and effort (Elster, 1989a; Buchanan, 1975). Yet, these attitudes and dispositions would

seem to play no useful role in the group. They’re not needed to sustain the practice.

One could argue that normative attitudes and dispositions play a role in the evolutionary dynamics

described by Humean models. According to this idea, if playing a strategy different from Demand Half

doesn’t pay in a group, then this is partly because one will suffer other people’s disapproval and sanctions.

So, plausibly, part of the reason why cultural evolution weeds out deviations from fairness has to do with

these attitudes and dispositions.

16As critics of the Humean Program point out, this problem need not arise for all evolutionary models of the origin of
norms. Some models may accord a relevant role to normative attitudes in the emergence and stabilization of socially adaptive
behaviors. See, e.g., Gibbard (1982)

17Indeed, in the divide-the-cake game, Demand Half is the only evolutionarily stable strategy in the sense of Maynard Smith
and Price (1973). Roughly, a strategy is evolutionarily stable just in case it is able to withstand invasion by mutants once it
has taken over a population. This doesn’t mean, however, that Demand Half is the only evolutionarily stable state in the game.
As Skyrms shows, there are “polymorphic” states involving more than one strategy that are evolutionary stable. Part of his
account of the evolution of fairness focuses on specifying the conditions under which a population can avoid such “polymorphic
traps.” For a generalization of the idea of an evolutionarily stable strategy, see the notion of an evolutionarily stable set, i.e.,
a set of strategies that remains stable in a population even if there is some drift between the different strategies in the set
(Thomas, 1984).
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However, this just isn’t so. In Skyrms’ model, strategies other than Demand Half go extinct due to the

replicator dynamics. Yet, this dynamics makes absolutely no reference to disapproval or sanctions, only to

the agent’s expected payoff in the divide-the-cake game. If a strategy isn’t copied as much as others, this

isn’t because people who play it get punished more often, but because they get less cake on average. As far

as the model goes, disapproval and sanctions are irrelevant to the cultural evolution of fairness.

In sum, the Humean Program faces a dual challenge. It incurs an explanatory deficit because it fails to

explain the psychological dimension of social norms. Moreover, it makes it hard to see how this deficit could

be bridged because it seems to leave no space for normative attitudes and dispositions to play a social role

or function.

4.4 Sympathy and Resentment

Humeans haven’t failed to notice this challenge to their project. Indeed, Hume himself was aware of the need

to account for the attitudes of approval and disapproval behind social norms. In the Treatise, he distinguishes

between two questions we can ask about the origin of justice. First, how do the rules (viz., regularities) of

justice get established among us? And second, why do we come to “attribute to the observance or neglect

of these rules a moral beauty and deformity”? (2007, sect. 3.2.1). In other words, why do we come to think

of acts of justice and injustice in terms of right and wrong? As we saw, under the Humean Program this

second question arises for social norms in general. Humeans have proposed different answers to it.

Hume’s own answer appeals to the emotion of sympathy. We disapprove of deviations from regularities

like equal sharing because we feel for the people who are harmed by them. Once these regularities exist

in a group, deviating from them hurts other people’s interests. In a population where Demand Half is the

statistical norm, a “greedy” mutant who asks for 60% of the cake will disadvantage most people who interact

with him. The mutant asks for more cake than is customary, thus causing others to get no cake at all. In

Hume’s view, group members condemn greedy behavior out of sympathy for those negatively affected by it.

In the latest edition of Evolution of the Social Contract, Skyrms suggests a similar explanation for why

the practice of equal sharing is likely to become a norm. He writes: “If the equal split is a convention in

dividing-the-cake situations, it is no surprise that greedy players should be despised or ostracized, since they

spoil things for those with whom they interact” (2014, p. 22).

However, this account doesn’t quite work. In divide-the-cake games where one party acts fairly and the

other acts greedily, both end up empty-handed. They jointly ask for more than 100% of the cake. Yet, we’re

only inclined to feel sympathy for the fair one. The reason for this, I take it, is that we think she’s the one

who’s been wronged. In other words, sympathy for the fair party presupposes a belief that her interests
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aren’t just frustrated, but wrongfully so. Otherwise, we would feel sympathy for the greedy party, too. But

then people who sympathize with others in this type of case must already think that it is wrong to be greedy.

Robert Sugden (1998) proposes a similar view. When we have good reason to expect that others will

satisfy our preferences, we tend to resent them if they don’t. Sugden calls these expectations that trigger

resentment normative expectations. They shouldn’t be confused, he says, with beliefs to the effect that

someone should do something.18 For Sugden, normative expectations are just reasonable beliefs that someone

will do something where one prefers that they do that thing. Practices like equal sharing give rise to such

expectations. When equal sharing takes over a population, people can reasonably expect that others will

partake in this behavior. Moreover, they prefer that they do so because it makes it easier to coordinate

with them. Hence, they will resent those who don’t share equally because they act against their normative

expectations.

Sugden’s view is similar to David Lewis’s (1969) account of how coordinating conventions can turn into

norms. Lewis writes:

...if [other people] see me fail to conform [to a convention], not only have I gone against their

expectations; they will probably be in a position to infer that I have knowingly acted contrary to

my own preferences, and contrary to their preferences and their reasonable expectations. They

will be surprised, and they will tend to explain my conduct discreditably. The poor opinions

they form of me, and their reproaches, punishment and distrust are the unfavorable responses I

have evoked by my failure to conform to the convention. (1969, p. 99)

This view falls prey to the same problem as the sympathy view. Suppose that in previous years you’ve

always bought me a fancy present for my birthday. Accordingly, I now believe that you’ll do the same this

year. If you act against my expectation, I may feel frustrated and displeased. Yet, I wouldn’t resent you for

it unless you also promised to get me a fancy gift. In short, to trigger disapproval, expectations require a

belief that others are under some obligation to satisfy them. But this means that people who resent others

in the divide-the-cake game must already think that they should share equally.

The problem with these two views is that they try to account for the attitudes and dispositions associated

with social norms in terms of emotions and emotional responses that presuppose their existence. Hence,

they fail to meet the first part of the challenge to the Humean Program. They offer an explanation for the

psychological side of norms, but it is viciously circular.

Further, these views also fail to meet the second part of the challenge, viz., that of elucidating the role or

function of normative attitudes and dispositions. The views depart from the spirit of the Humean Program.

18Nor with beliefs that others believe that one should do something, as the term is used by Bicchieri (2006).
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The guiding hypothesis of the program, recall, is that social norms are culturally evolved solutions to social

problems. According to these accounts, however, disapproval and sanctions don’t arise in a group in response

to a problem. Instead, they are additions to an independently evolved solution. The idea is that once a

behavior like equal sharing evolves, it interacts with people’s emotional tendencies in a way that leads them

to regard it as normatively significant. But this interaction isn’t guided by the type of selection pressures

that explain the initial emergence of the behavior. The normativity of the practice “evolves” in the sense of

developing gradually, but it isn’t selected for.

Is there a way for Humeans to discharge their explanatory burden? Can the Humean Program be extended

to account for the type of normative attitudes and dispositions behind social norms? In the remainder of the

paper, I suggest a possible extension. The key to the extension, I believe, lies in the relationship between

cultural evolution and social learning.

As we saw above, cultural evolution is possible because human beings are social learners—we have a ca-

pacity to acquire beliefs and behaviors from each other. Indeed, according to various theorists, our capacities

for social learning evolved through natural selection precisely because of the role they play in cultural evolu-

tion. These capacities allow us to accumulate a body of adaptive knowledge across generations—a culture.

And having access to this knowledge increases our fitness (Henrich and McElreath, 2003). For example, it

gives us access to skills and information that no individual could acquire on her own.

The crucial insight behind the Humean Program is that we should think of norms as cultural products—as

a part of this body of adaptive knowledge. Norms encode socially adaptive information, i.e., information

allowing us to cope better with social life. As such, they come to be transmitted between people through

social learning. Eventually, they become part of our common lore.

My idea for how to extend the Humean Program has to do with the specific way norms are socially

transmitted. As we saw, Humean models like Skyrms’ tend to assume that social norms are transmitted

through some form of imitation. People learn to share equally because they copy other people who share

equally. My suggestion is that social norms are also likely to be transmitted through instruction. People

learn to share equally, not just because they copy others, but because those others teach them how to play

fair.

The transmission of behaviors like equal sharing through instruction profoundly transforms their nature.

Or so, at least, I wish to suggest. Teaching someone how to play fair involves monitoring and correcting how

she acts. But these activities imply normative attitudes and dispositions. These attitudes and dispositions

play a pedagogical role in helping transmit the practice.
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In the next few sections, I sketch how my suggested extension to the Humean Program might look like,

focusing on the case of our norm of fair division. My goal isn’t to work out all the details. Instead, I want to

offer reasons to think that the details can be worked out. You may take what follows as a proof of concept.

4.5 Population Replacement

In Humean fashion, I’ll start with a version of Recurrence. I’ll describe a type of situation that human

groups are likely to encounter once they have evolved practices like equal sharing. As I’ll argue, groups are

prone to facing forces that destabilize the evolutionary equilibria behind these practices

Consider one way Humean models fail to be representative of real human groups. These models usually

abstract away from the phenomenon of population replacement, namely, the process whereby people in a group

are replaced by others over time. Population replacement can happen for several reasons. For example, it

can result from migration, with some people immigrating to and others emigrating from the group. Or it

can happen due to generational change, with newer generations gradually succeeding older ones.

Plausibly, most real human groups experience some degree of population replacement over time. People

often move in and out of neighborhoods. Families and clans frequently gain and lose members. Yet, Humean

models of the evolution of social norms don’t usually take these processes into account. For instance, in

Skyrms’ model of the origin of fairness, group practices change over time because group members update

their strategy depending on their expected payoff, not because anyone gets replaced by a different player.

Some Humean models involve a mutation parameter, µ, representing the probability that any given group

member switches strategy after each round of play. In principle, this parameter can be used to represent

the random substitution of group members by others who play different strategies (Kandori et al., 1993). In

practice, however, the parameter is mostly used to model processes like innovation or experimentation with

new strategies. Hence, it is assigned a small value. In J. McKenzie Alexander’s (2000) agent-based model19

of the evolution of fairness, for instance, the value of µ is as low as 0.001. This means that in a population

of 1,000 people, only about one person will change strategy after each round of the divide-the-cake game.

We should expect the effect of population replacement to be greater than this. Migration and generational

replacement seem like more significant sources of behavioral variation within a group than innovation or

experimentation.20

19Unlike the replicator dynamics, which models a population using an aggregate state vector, agent-based models represent
a population discretely. They include information about each individual group member, such as what strategy they use and
how they’re spatially or socially positioned. See Alexander (2007, chap. 2) for discussion of the different types of evolutionary
models.

20Of course, if we want to use µ to model population replacement, we cannot estimate an adequate value for it simply from
the armchair. We need a better understanding of the phenomenon. For example, we need to estimate how often population
replacement happens relative to how often group members face the relevant social interaction problem. This already points to
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Population replacement can lead to the introduction and elimination of game strategies, thus changing

their relative frequency in a group. It should be clear how emigration and deaths lead to the elimination

of strategies from a group. But how can immigration and new births introduce game strategies? On the

one hand, new arrivals may come from groups that haven’t (yet) evolved the relevant practices. Or, upon

migrating, they might switch strategies thinking that circumstances in the new group warrant a change.

Someone who used to behave fairly might turn greedy because they hope to get more cake than they used

to. Or they might switch to being modest, asking for only 40% of the cake, wanting to curry favor with

their new peers. Children, on the other hand, are unfamiliar with the type of social situation the practice

solves. Hence, they may approach it using strategies that make sense in other circumstances. Faced with the

divide-the-cake game, they might use the otherwise sensible strategy of trying to get as much of the good as

possible.

By eliminating and introducing game strategies, processes like migration and generational change can

affect the stability of evolutionary equilibria. As we saw, according to Humeans, evolutionarily robust strate-

gies like equal sharing are highly likely to emerge and stabilize in a group. Yet, migration and generational

replacement can act as external forces that cause perturbations in such equilibria. A population might reach

an equilibrium only to be displaced away from it by the inflow and outflow of group members. Being an

evolutionarily robust state, the equilibrium is likely to withstand such perturbations. But it might be subject

to further perturbations. In the long run, a practice can undergo cycles of stabilization and destabilization.21

As an illustration of this phenomenon, consider Figures 4.1 and 4.2, both of which show the evolution of

a population of 1,000 agents who play 200 rounds of Skyrms’ divide-the-cake game.22 For simplicity, only

three strategies are represented in the population: The Fair strategy (Demand Half), the Modest strategy

(Demand 40%), and the Greedy strategy (Demand 60%). Initially, every strategy has the same frequency. In

each round of this model, agents randomly play the game with others and then update their strategy using

the imitative learning rule described in Section 2, namely, they imitate others who have a higher payoff than

them with a probability proportional to the difference between their payoffs.

an observation I’ll make below about how extending the Humean Program in the direction I suggest will require substantial
theoretical and empirical work.

21Also, the way population replacement affects the stability of a practice may be influenced by the specific type of social
interaction problem the practice evolved to solve. Situations with the structure of a Stag Hunt may be destabilized differently
than situations with the structure of a Prisoners’ Dilemma.

22These models were created using Abed-1pop, an agent-based modeling framework developed by Izquierdo et al. (2019).
You can download Abed-1pop here: ttps://luis-r-izquierdo.gitub.io/abed-1pop/. Please e-mail me for a file with the specific
parameters I used in my models.
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Figure 4.1: Evolution of fairness without population replacement (N=1000; µ=0.001; t=200)

Figure 4.2: Evolution of fairness with population replacement (N=1000; µ=0.1; t=200)

73



Chapter 4 4.6

Figure 1 shows how the population evolves without much population replacement (µ = 0.001).23 As we

see, under these conditions, fairness quickly emerges and stabilizes in the group, following Skyrms’ results.

The population converges to fairness in the sense of Alexander (2000), that is, in the long run, everyone

except N × µ group members behaves fairly. Figure 2, in contrast, shows how the population behaves

under conditions of population replacement. More precisely, 10% of the population is replaced by others

with random strategies after each “generation” or round of play (µ = 0.1). Under these conditions, the

population never converges to fairness: The proportion of people who behave fairly is always below 90%.

Moreover, the population seems to go through cycles of stabilization and destabilization: It starts to converge

to the equilibrium only to be displaced away from it later.

4.6 Imitation and Myopia

I’ll now move to a version of Nuisance. I’ll argue that, given frequent population replacement, groups with

practices like equal sharing may face a problem concerning how they readapt to these practices after they

have been destabilized. This problem has its roots in the social learning strategy group members use to

acquire behaviors from each other.

In the divide-the-cake game, Demand Half is the optimal strategy for everyone to adopt in the long

run (Alexander, 2000). Given the evolutionary dynamics at play, everyone is better off playing fair: Under

other states, fair players can expect to get less than 50% of the cake because they are likely to meet a few

greedy players; Modest players can’t expect to get more than 40%, come what may; And, as the population

approaches fairness, the payoff of greedy players goes well below 50%. Hence, when a population is displaced

away from the state of widespread fairness, it’s in everyone’s best interest to go back to that state as quickly

as possible.

But a group may not readapt to fairness as quickly as desirable. The reason comes down to the type of

social learning rule people use to update their strategy. As we saw, in Humean models people are usually

assumed to use some sort of imitation rule to learn from others. One common rule of this sort consists in

imitating others who are more successful than them with a probability proportional to the difference between

their payoffs. Yet, this kind of rule can be myopic in the following sense: It can lead some of the population

to shift towards a strategy whose fitness benefits are only transient. This is because a strategy may have an

23N.B. In these models, I use parameter µ to represent different rates of population replacement instead of mutation, in line
with Kandori et al.’s (1993) suggestion that this parameter can be used to model the random substitution of group members
with others who play different strategies, such as immigrants. Of course, random replacement is an idealizing assumption. Very
plausibly, what strategies new group members use isn’t purely a random matter. For example, the strategies of children are
likely influenced by their parents. More sophisticated models may represent population replacement differently. They may, for
instance, explicitly represent the flow of individuals between different interacting populations. Here I only want to provide an
illustration of the effect that population replacement might have over a practice like equal sharing, so I abstract away from
these complications. More realistic models of the phenomenon must take these details into account.
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advantage over others simply because of current peculiarities of the population, not because it is the best

strategy in the long run (Alexander, 2021). Still, for a while, the strategy gets copied, thus spreading in the

group.

Given population replacement, imitative social learning can lead some group members to shift to modesty,

even if they’ll eventually return to fairness. This process might work as follows.

At first, population replacement introduces new greedy players to the group. This increase in the fre-

quency of greedy players gives modesty a slight advantage over fairness. Modest players do better against

greedy players than fair players do. Playing against a greedy player, a modest player gets 40% of the cake.

In contrast, a fair player gets no cake. In the short term, some of the population moves towards modesty.

For example, if I’m a fair player who happens to encounter a greedy player, I’ll fail to get any cake. If I

then compare my payoff to that of a modest player, the imitative learning rule will lead me to switch from

fairness to modesty.

Eventually, however, greedy players go extinct. Although they do well against modest players, they do

very poorly against fair players and other greedy players. Once this happens, fairness becomes the best

strategy to play in the game. No matter who they play, fair players get half of the cake while modest players

only get 40% of it. So, the population shifts back to fairness.

In brief, once a population is displaced away from fairness due to population replacement, its road back to

it can have a “detour” through modesty. Some group members may temporarily switch to modesty because

this strategy does better against greediness. But this detour gives rise to a kind of social problem. Because

of it, the population readapts to fairness more slowly than it otherwise could, to everyone’s disadvantage.24

4.7 Instruction and Natural Selection

Finally, I turn to a version of Resilience. I’ll argue that faced with the problem described in the last section,

human groups may develop a way of responding to it, namely, they may come to use a different social learning

strategy. Instead of acquiring behaviors like sharing equally merely through imitation, human populations

may evolve a practice of acquiring them through instruction.

Human groups may respond in several ways to forces that threaten to unravel socially beneficial practices

like equal sharing. Indeed, a large literature in the social sciences and game theory studies various mechanisms

that communities might use to stabilize cooperation and other socially beneficial arrangements. For example,

24Imitation can also give rise to other problems. For example, the learning rule of imitating the best may favor adopting the
strategy of the best agent in one’s local neighborhood, who may turn out to have a very poor strategy from the global point of
view. Imitation may also be problematic if individuals are prone to making mistakes when copying the actions of others (Castro
and Toro, 2014). As I discuss in Section 9, one question that arises under my proposed extension to the Humean Program is
what exactly are the limitations of imitative social learning that give rise to a need for instruction.
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in response to the proliferation of non-cooperators in a group, group members may respond by directly

withholding cooperation from defectors (Axelrod, 1984; Axelrod and Hamilton, 1981; Trivers, 1971), keeping

track of people’s reputations to better decide who to cooperate with (Nowak and Sigmund, 2005; Leimar

and Hammerstein, 2001; Boyd and Richerson, 1989), and developing community enforcement practices, such

as various forms of punishment and exclusion (McAdams, 1997; Hirshleifer and Rasmusen, 1989; Fudenberg

and Maskin, 1986).

Of course, a group may respond in all these ways to the sort of destabilization of its practices brought

about by population replacement. I believe, however, that the problem described in the last section creates

a sustained pressure for groups to develop a new and distinct solution. This problem, recall, specifically had

to do with how behaviors are socially transmitted in a group. In particular, the problem arises due to the

myopic character of social learning through imitation. Given the recurrent nature of this problem, we might

expect groups to develop a solution that addresses it at its root by somehow improving how behaviors are

socially transmitted. This solution, I want to suggest, is instruction.

As discussed in Section 1, Humean accounts of the origin of norms rely on the idea that people are

social learners: They have a capacity for acquiring beliefs and behaviors from each other. As we saw, one

important type of social learning is imitation. In it, people acquire a behavior by copying the actions of

another person, the “model.” This type of behavior transmission doesn’t require the model to do anything

to facilitate imitation. Indeed, she need not be aware that she’s being emulated. But social learning can

also happen through instruction (Tomasello et al., 1993). Here, the model of the behavior takes steps to

facilitate its transmission to others. She may do things like demonstrating the behavior to them, giving them

instructions on how to perform it, and correcting them if they get it wrong.

Under what conditions should we expect a behavior to be taught, rather than merely copied? On the

one hand, instruction has various benefits relative to imitation. First, it can increase the fidelity with which

behaviors are transmitted. With imitation, there’s always a risk that one might get what the model is

doing wrong. This risk decreases, however, if that person is involved in the learning process. Moreover,

instruction can pass along behaviors that are impossible to acquire otherwise. For example, “negative”

behaviors, such as refraining from picking one’s nose, can’t be copied. One needs to be taught not to engage

in them. Finally—and crucially for our purposes—instruction can transmit behaviors more effectively than

imitation. Many behaviors are acquired more easily and quickly if they’re taught rather than copied. Think,

for instance, of how hard it would’ve been for you to learn how to tie your shoes without anyone’s assistance.

On the other hand, instruction also has various costs. In particular, it is costly for the model, who must

take actions aimed at handing down the practice. Indeed, instruction is a form of cooperation, in that one
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individual engages in a costly behavior that benefits others with no immediate benefit to herself (Thornton

and Raihani, 2008, p. 1825).

One natural idea is this: Instruction is favored by selection pressures only if the long-term benefits

teachers can expect to obtain from teaching outweigh the costs to them of doing so (Thornton and Raihani,

2008, p. 1826). The expected benefits of teaching depend on the difference that teaching makes to how

effectively pupils acquire a behavior. In particular, instruction has a high utility only if it increases the

likelihood and ease with which pupils acquire the behavior relative to other forms of learning. For example,

adult meerkats obtain long-term fitness benefits in terms of kin selection if pups learn how to handle prey

effectively. Moreover, pups would have a very hard time picking up this skill through imitation. Hence,

in meerkat populations, natural selection likely favors the transmission of prey handling through a form of

teaching where adult meerkats let pups handle some of the prey they catch (Thornton and Raihani, 2008,

p. 1827).

Now, consider culturally evolved practices like equal sharing. Once these practices evolve, population

replacement seems to create a pressure for them to be passed down through instruction, not just imitation.

First, group members obtain fitness benefits if newcomers to the group learn how to share equally, especially

if they pick up this behavior quickly. In particular, if new arrivals and children learn how to play fair soon

after joining the group, then everyone avoids the “detour” through modesty in the road back to fairness. The

practice of fairness is destabilized by the inflow of new people, but the group quickly readapts to the optimal

equilibrium. Moreover, new group members are unlikely to pick up this behavior quickly enough through

imitation. Indeed, imitation is what causes the detour due to its myopic nature. Under these conditions, the

benefits group members can expect to obtain from instructing newcomers in the practice may well outweigh

the costs they incur in doing so.

But we need to tread carefully here. Upon reflection, there’s an important disanalogy between instruction

as it happens in meerkats and how a practice like equal sharing might be taught among humans. In meerkats,

natural selection favors the teaching of prey handling because adult meerkats who instruct their pups in this

skill have higher expected fitness than those who don’t (plausibly because adults with competent children

have a higher expected number of grandchildren). Among humans, however, instructing others in practices

like equal sharing seems to be a public good. If I teach you how to play fair, then whatever benefits this

brings me will also be shared by other group members. If so, then it’s hard to see how natural selection

might favor a disposition to teach such behaviors. Teachers incur a cost, but this cost doesn’t give them a

comparative advantage over others.

However, in human beings, natural selection may favor instruction through the process of cultural group

selection. The idea that cultural groups are subject to group selection pressures is emphasized by several
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recent theorists of cultural evolution (Richerson et al., 2016; Henrich, 2004; Henrich and McElreath, 2003).25

According to this idea, groups with certain cultural traits are more likely to grow, resolve internal conflicts,

overcome resource constraints, win wars, and replace other groups. Because of these factors, such groups

are more likely to survive and flourish than others. Given this type of cultural selection acting on groups,

natural selection may slowly favor traits that contribute to group success (Richerson et al., 2016, p. 5). The

presence of these traits makes it more likely that an individual’s group will do well. Hence, it indirectly

increases their expected fitness. As we just saw, social learning through instruction seems to be one such

trait. It contributes to a group’s success by allowing its members to respond to the destabilizing effect of

population replacement more effectively. If so, then natural selection might favor a capacity for this type of

social learning.

To recap, the picture so far is this: The cultural evolution of practices like equal sharing creates a

selection pressure favoring a capacity to transmit these practices through instruction. Natural selection

favors social learning via instruction because this capacity allows populations to readapt more effectively to

socially beneficial equilibria which have been destabilized by forces like migration and generational change.

This general picture fits well with culture-gene coevolutionary theory, one prominent recent approach

to explaining the evolution of human sociality (Boyd and Richerson, 2005; Henrich and McElreath, 2003;

Feldman and Laland, 1996). According to this theory, many pro-social human traits are best explained as

the outcome of two processes working in tandem: cultural and biological evolution. More precisely, the idea

is that cultural and biological adaptations co-evolve: Culturally evolved innovations bring about changes in

human social environments; These changes give rise to new selection pressures; And these selection pressures

shape our minds, making us better equipped for sociality (Kelly and Setman, 2021). My suggestion is

that culturally evolved practices like equal sharing produce new selection pressures favoring social learning

through teaching and instruction.

4.8 The Emergence of Normativity

But the transmission of equal sharing and similar behaviors through instruction deeply transforms their

nature. Instruction brings on stream the type of attitudes and dispositions that distinguish social norms

from mere regularities in behavior. As I will argue in this section, instruction involves certain activities on

the part of teachers, these activities require them to have certain capacities, and these capacities necessitate

normative attitudes and dispositions.

25The idea of cultural group selection shouldn’t be confused with the idea that natural selection can act directly on groups.
This latter idea is highly controversial in biology, with many theorists rejecting it. See Henrich (2004, sect. 4) for discussion.
More recently, some theorists have attempted to rehabilitate the notion that natural selection may sometimes act on groups.
See Sober and Wilson (1998) and Okasha (2006).
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In order to instruct newcomers to a group in a practice like equal sharing, group members must engage

in at least two types of activities. First, in their role as teachers, group members must reliably monitor the

behavior of newcomers. That is, they must keep track of how new arrivals act in divide-the-cake situations,

and they must register whenever they deviate from the established practice of fairness. Such monitoring

need not require that group members actively seek out transgressors. But it does require that, whenever

they witness or participate in interactions with newcomers, they pay increased attention to their behavior

and be alert to deviations.

Second, in cases where they detect deviations on the part of newcomers, group members must respond

by taking appropriate measures. In particular, they must attempt to correct their pupils’ behavior, in the

sense of intervening to make it less likely that they will deviate again from the practice in the future. Such

correction may involve various kinds of intervention. Among other things, group members can indicate that

there has been a deviation, impose appropriate penalties, and offer guidance or advice.

The activities of monitoring and correction require group members to have a host of different capacities.

On the one hand, monitoring plausibly requires being able to identify who the newcomers are, determine

how they behave in the relevant social situations, and keep a record of their past and current behavior.

Correction, on the other hand, plausibly requires being able to determine what interventions are appropriate

in each particular case, track their effect on pupils, and make adjustments to them as needed.

Besides these general capacities, however, monitoring and correction crucially depend on some other

abilities. By focusing on these abilities, we can appreciate how instruction gives rise to normativity.

In particular, monitoring and correction presuppose two types of capacity. Monitoring requires a capacity

to make comparisons between observed and expected behaviors. That is, when engaging in monitoring, group

members must be able to compare how newcomers actually behave in divide-the-cake situations with how

they are supposed to behave in such situations. Otherwise, it wouldn’t be possible for them to detect

deviations from the practice. Correction, in turn, requires a capacity to modify one’s own behavior should

the behavior one observes in others be unexpected. That is, having detected a deviation, group members

must be able to reorient their behavior towards the transgressor. Otherwise, it wouldn’t be possible for them

to administer the necessary correctives.

However, to have these capacities, group members must have attitudes and dispositions of a distinctively

normative kind. Or so, at least, I wish to argue. First, in order to make comparisons between observed

and expected behaviors, teachers must have expectations regarding how people in the group are supposed

to behave in a certain class of situations. These expectations can’t simply be beliefs about what others are

likely to do in the future. They must be normative expectations, in the sense of expectations the frustration
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of which one regards as a kind of failure that calls for an appropriate response.26 Further, in order to modify

their behavior to respond to such failures, teachers must have various behavioral dispositions. They must

be disposed to intervene in relevant ways whenever their pupils don’t behave as expected.

As we saw in Section 3, when group members have these types of attitudes and dispositions concerning a

practice, this practice isn’t a mere regularity of behavior. Instead, group members adopt a special attitude

towards it: They effectively treat the practice as a rule, that is, as a standard of correct behavior against

which the actions of others are to be measured and deviations from which call for some sort of response

(Hart, 1961). In teaching newcomers the practice, group members consider deviations from it to be wrong,

not just unexpected, and they’re prepared to punish or otherwise sanction those who deviate.

This line of argument may raise two worries. First, one could think that teaching a behavior like equal

sharing need not involve monitoring and correction. After all, not all forms of teaching involve such activities.

Among meerkats, as we saw, adults train pups in how to handle prey simply by letting them play with it.

And, among human beings, some forms of teaching rely on “social tolerance” and “opportunity provisioning”

(Kline, 2017). Here, teachers don’t monitor and correct how pupils act; They simply tolerate them being

around and offer them opportunities to learn that they may otherwise not have.

However, these non-corrective forms of teaching might not be sufficient to transmit behaviors like equal

sharing in the way required to avoid the detour through modesty described in Section 6. Social tolerance

and opportunity provisioning would work by offering pupils increased chances to observe and imitate experts

in divide-the-cake situations. Recall, however, that in these situations imitation can be myopic, in the sense

of leading pupils to acquire behaviors whose fitness benefits are only transient. What is needed is a form of

teaching where sub-optimal behaviors are quickly identified and purged. This form of teaching, I think, will

likely involve activities of monitoring and correction.

Second, one could argue that, while monitoring and correction do require certain normative attitudes and

dispositions, these need not be of the kind that characterizes social norms. These attitudes may be purely

prudential, in the sense of reflecting ideas about what behaviors are most beneficial or expedient. Teachers

may monitor and correct newcomers merely because they think that they must share equally if they hope

to do well in the group. They need not think that pupils are under a non-prudential requirement to be fair.

In contrast, we think of practices like fair division as involving non-prudential requirements, in the sense

that if people don’t act fairly, then they’re on the hook independently of whether being fair advances their

interests.

26N.B. These expectations are different from what Sugden (1998), as we saw, calls normative expectations. For him, acting
against normative expectations is seen as a failure because it frustrates one’s personal preferences, not because it indicates lack
of competence in a practice.
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Note, however, that instruction is likely to be unsuccessful if it relies merely on prudential normativity.

As we saw, correction involves imposing sanctions on newcomers when they deviate form the established

practice. Yet, prudential normativity is not a good basis for sanctions. Someone who acts against a prudential

requirement may always claim that this requirement no longer applies to her because her interests have

changed. To be effective, instruction must be associated with a non-prudential form of normativity. Group

members must think that not being fair is wrong, but not simply in the sense of being imprudent. They may,

for instance, consider it wrong because it goes against local custom: It’s at odds with “how we do things

around here” (Brennan et al., 2013; Pettit, 2019).

In sum, effective social learning through instruction involves the type of attitudes and dispositions char-

acteristic of social norms. These attitudes play a pedagogical role in helping us teach practices like equal

sharing to others. If natural selection favors a capacity to transmit some behaviors through instruction, then

it also likely favors a capacity to hold such attitudes and dispositions. Evolution likely shaped our minds

to make us capable of treating some behaviors as rules that people must follow, and be prepared to enforce

such rules with sanctions. And this capacity may be the basis for our norm psychology, that is, the host

of adaptations allowing us to “do norms” by detecting, complying, and enforcing them (Kelly and Setman,

2021).

4.9 The Extended Humean Program

So far, I have only offered the sketch of an extension to the Humean Program in response to the explanatory

deficit challenge. In this section, I’ll discuss how the sketch might be completed. The question is: How can

my proposed extension be developed into a serious candidate explanation of the normativity of social norms?

Consider my two central claims:

1. Socially adaptive behaviors, such as equal sharing, aren’t just likely to emerge in a group through

imitation; They’re also likely to stabilize in it through instruction.

2. Instruction brings on stream the type of normative attitudes and dispositions that are characteristic

of social norms and distinguish them from mere regularities of behavior.

Developing my proposed extension to the Humean Program will require substantiating these two claims.

How can this be done? On the one hand, supporting the first claim will require gaining a better understanding

of the evolution of teaching. We need to determine under what conditions groups are likely to develop a prac-

tice of teaching certain behaviors. And we need to show that these conditions are met in the case of socially

adaptive behaviors like equal sharing. On the other hand, supporting the second claim will require gaining
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a better understanding of the relationship between instruction and normativity/normative psychology. We

need to produce evidence to the effect that these phenomena are, indeed, intimately connected.

The evolution of teaching can be studied through modeling work. Evolutionary models can offer insight

into the conditions under which teaching is favored by selective pressures. What sort of models could these

be? One approach is suggested by work on the evolution of social learning more generally. Several theorists

use evolutionary game theoretic models to study the conditions under which evolution favors social learning

over individual learning or innate mechanisms when it comes to acquiring adaptive behaviors (Wakano and

Aoki, 2006; Kameda and Nakanishi, 2003; Rogers, 1988). One big lesson from this body of work is that

evolution favors social learning when the environment where organisms learn changes at a moderate rate.

When the environment changes slowly, social learning isn’t worth it: Other learning strategies are equally

effective for acquiring adaptive behaviors while being less costly. When the environment changes quickly,

social learning isn’t useful: There’s not enough time for adaptive knowledge to accumulate in the population.

The evolution of teaching could be studied using a similar framework. For example, we might consider

models where teaching is compared to imitation across different rates of population replacement. (The idea is

that population replacement causes changes in the social learning environment individuals face). Intuitively,

we should expect these models to throw results similar to those obtained in social learning models. When

the rate of population replacement is low, teaching wouldn’t seem to be worth it: The situation is like

that of a group facing the odd mutant or innovator who quickly goes extinct. When the rate of population

replacement is high, teaching wouldn’t seem to be useful—indeed, it may even be prejudicial: The people

doing the teaching are unlikely to possess adaptive social knowledge.

Evolutionary models can also help us better characterize the problems associated with imitative learning

that drive the evolution of instruction. In this paper, I have focused on one such problem: the myopic

character of imitative learning rules. But imitation may give rise to other problems, too. Recent work in

evolutionary biology studies the conditions under which various problems associated with imitation might

create a selection pressure in favor of teaching and instruction. For example, imitation may be problematic

when the behaviors that need to be transmitted in a group are complex and difficult to acquire (Fogarty

et al., 2011) or when pupils are likely to make mistakes in copying the actions of models (Castro and Toro,

2014). My proposed extension to the Humean Program is compatible with this work and may draw from it to

better describe the pitfalls of imitation which give rise to a need for teaching as a new, improved mechanism

of cultural transmission.

At any rate, once modeling work allows us to spell out the conditions favoring the emergence of teaching,

we need to show that these conditions are likely to be met in the case of socially adaptive behaviors like
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equal sharing. Ideally, we would want to show that, just as such behaviors are likely to emerge across a wide

range of conditions, so they are likely to be taught across a similarly wide range of circumstances.

Finally, the relationship between teaching or instruction and normativity might be best explored through

empirical research. In particular, my proposal predicts various correlations between our normative tendencies

and our pedagogical practices. One of my claims is that normative attitudes and dispositions emerge to serve

a pedagogical role. If I’m right, then we should observe correlations between the utility of teaching some

behaviors and our tendency to adopt normative attitudes towards them. That is, the normativity of a

behavior should be roughly proportional to the utility of teaching it.

This prediction can be tested empirically. For example, the “altruistic punishment” paradigm (Fehr and

Gächter, 2002) could be used to determine if people’s tendency to punish or impose sanctions on others

co-varies with whether these others are likely to modify their ways as a result of being punished. In this

experimental paradigm, players in a social dilemma have the choice of punishing others at some cost to

themselves. Studies using this paradigm have shown that people tend to punish non-cooperators even when

doing so is highly costly to them and can have no benefits in terms of reciprocity or reputation (that is, the

punishment is “altruistic”) (see Van Lange et al., 2014, pp. 6–8) . One could test if this tendency varies as a

function of whether non-cooperators are “corregible,” in the sense of being capable of learning to cooperate.

If my proposal is on the right track, then we should observe less punishment when non-cooperators are

perceived to be less corrigible.

Conclusion

Let me briefly summarize our discussion so far. Modern-day Humeans, as I have called them, believe

that social norms, like our norm of fair division, are best accounted for as culturally evolved solutions to

recurrent problems of social interaction. This explanatory project, however, faces a challenge. The challenge

is showing why culturally evolved solutions to social problems should take a distinctive shape—why they

should be norms, as opposed to mere behavioral regularities.

In this paper, I have suggested a way for Humeans to meet this challenge. Norms, as Humeans claim,

encode socially adaptive information. This is why they’re likely to emerge and stabilize in a group through a

form of social learning that relies on imitation. But a group’s capacity to access and use this socially adaptive

information is compromised by forces like migration and generational change. Hence, there’s a pressure for

norms to be transmitted through instruction, not only imitation. Normativity emerges in connection to such

instruction. Normative attitudes and dispositions play a pedagogical role in the context of activities like

guiding and correcting others’ behavior.
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I believe my suggestion offers a promising way of extending the Humean Program to account for the

psychological side of norms. But the suggestion has to be made good. In arguing for versions of their view,

Humeans normally advocate for a combination of theoretical and empirical work. In particular, abstract,

formal models like Skyrms’ replicator dynamics help us formulate the precise conditions under which a

practice like equal sharing is likely to emerge and stabilize in a group. In turn, empirical work helps us

determine whether these conditions actually obtain in the relevant social groups. Likewise, extending the

Humean Program in my suggested direction will require a similar combination of theoretical and empirical

contributions. We need to develop abstract, formal models allowing us to formulate the precise conditions

under which a practice like equal sharing is likely to be transmitted through instruction. And, in addition

to this, we need empirical evidence that helps us determine whether these conditions are representative of

real human populations and whether instruction is generally correlated with normativity.

In this paper, I have tried to offer reasons for thinking that the extension might be achieved. Whether

we can successfully do so, however, remains to be seen. Here, as with many other questions, the proof is in

the pudding.
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