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1 INTRODUCTION 

Over the last three decades Cristina Bicchieri’s work has fundamentally changed our 

understanding of social norms and, more generally, the informal structure of social 

life. From her earlier game-theoretic analyses, through her great Grammar of Society 

(2006) and path-breaking experimental work, to her recent fieldwork, she has 

developed an analysis of social norms that is innovative, theoretically sophisticated 

and empirically rich. Her chapter on “Norm Change” in the present volume is an 

important advance in theorizing about how norms are abandoned and changed. In it 

she sketches what we might call a “social technology of norm change” — techniques 

of intervention that can extinguish some norm-based behaviors and, sometimes, 

substitute others. Moreover, she takes significant steps in the chapter towards 

scaling-up this technology. While much of her fieldwork, and that of other students 

of social norms, has been focused on smaller-scale social networks and interventions 

                                                   
* In addition to Cristina Bicchieri, from whose work I have learned so much, I would like to 
express my thanks to my terrific graduate seminar on norms and conventions at the University of 
Arizona. I have especially benefitted from conversations with Gerry Mackie, Ryan Muldoon, 
Stephen G. Stich and Chad Van Schoelandt. 
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aiming at eliminating practices such as female genital cutting, she has made 

considerable progress in thinking about norm change in larger-scale societies of 

millions. This is a matter of great import. While almost all social theorists agree that 

social norms are important in smaller-scale settings, it is still common (say, among 

political philosophers) to hold that large-scale societies are essentially regulated by a 

formal legal system rather than informal social norms. And even if it is admitted that 

large-scale societies are indeed grounded on an extensive framework of informal 

social norms, it is often supposed that in these large-scale settings legal intervention 

is the only effective mode of norm change: if one wants to change behavior, pass a 

law. However, it is now clear that legal change is not sufficient to produce changes 

in norm-based behavior — without a grounding in social norms, legal intervention is 

often, perhaps typically, ineffective (Bicchieri, supra, <chap. 3, p. 52 typescript>; 

Young, 2011; Mackie, 2015; Mockus, 2015). Thus, given the importance of informal 

social norms in the social life of larger-scale societies, and the oft-ineffectiveness of 

law in changing these norms, the social technology of norm change in larger-scale 

societies becomes a matter of importance.  

 While manifestly important, this scaled-up technology of norm intervention 

has its worrisome side — worries that are the focus of this chapter. Section 2 builds 

on Bicchieri’s important claim that people need reasons to change norms; I introduce 

an idea that goes beyond her explicit framework: justification of a norm (or norm 

change) based on a person’s reasons. Justification of a social norm, as I understand it, 
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is a relation between the social norm and the beliefs (including what Bicchieri calls 

the “personal normative beliefs”) of those subject to the norm. Section 3 maintains 

that an attractive feature of norm change in smaller-networks is that, at least under 

certain conditions, it tends to be justification-tracking in the sense that it is driven by 

reflective change in the beliefs (including the personal normative beliefs) of the 

members of the network.  Section 4 considers whether norm change in larger-scale 

networks, using some of the methods Bicchieri analyzes, retains this justification-

tracking feature: I argue that it very often does not, and this raises real worries about 

these methods. The technology of large-scale norm change often, perhaps typically, 

works as well if the change is not justified to those subject to the norm as it does 

when it is justified. We might say that, at least to a significant extent, these 

technologies tend to be effective independently of the norm’s justification. This is 

not, of course, to say that these technologies of change should be abandoned, but 

that they run inherent risks of which, perhaps, we are not sufficiently sensitive.  

Section 5 considers a rejoinder to this stress on justification from a certain sort of 

moralist, who insists that what is important is that we, with the power, must change 

norms for the better and use the best technology of norm change available, whether 

or not these changes can be justified to the members of the norm network. 

 

2 NORMS, NORMATIVE BELIEFS, AND JUSTIFICATION  

On Bicchieri’s analysis a social norm is a rule r governing some type of behavior in a 
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social network “such that individuals prefer to conform to it on condition that they 

believe that (a) most people in their reference network conform to it (empirical 

expectation), and (b) that most people in their reference network believe they ought 

to conform to it (normative expectation)” (supra, <chap. 1, p. 30 typescript>). In 

contrast to some accounts (e.g., Brennan et al., 2013: 1-14) it is not part of the 

condition for Alf to follow a social norm that he has a positive normative belief that r 

is worthy or has an attitude of endorsement toward r.  

Personal normative beliefs are beliefs about what should be done. They may 

be prudential, as when we think people should not smoke because it is bad 

for their health. Yet, the ought involved in personal normative beliefs can also 

be “moral,” as when we say that we should treat other people fairly or that a 

girl ought to be married at a young age for her own protection and happiness 

(supra, <chap. 3, p. 28 typescript>). 

It is central to Bicchieri’s analysis that Alf can prefer to follow rule r because he has a 

first-order belief that enough others1 in the network follow r and he has a second-

order belief2 according to which he believes that enough others in the network 

believe that he ought to follow r — neither of these imply that Alf thinks r is a good, 

efficient or fair rule. Thus Alf can follow a norm of which he does not approve; and 

                                                   
1 What constitutes “enough” others will vary from person to person. In her more formal work 
Bicchieri models each person as having a threshold value that determines when “enough others” 
are acting on the norm and have the appropriate normative expectations. In the present volume 
she simplifies and suppose a majoritarian specification. 
2 That is, a belief about what others believe. 
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what is true of Alf could be true of everyone, so everyone could be following a norm 

of which no one approves. For a social norm to exist (i) most people have to believe 

that others will act on it and (ii) believe that most others believe that it ought to be 

followed, but i and ii do not imply (iii) anyone actually believes it is a rule that she, 

or indeed anyone else, ought to follow. So we may well have cases in which most 

believe that most others think that the norm ought to be followed, but no one really 

thinks that it ought to be followed. A norm requires that most hold second-order 

beliefs about what they think others believe they ought to do, but it does not require 

that these second-order beliefs be accurate.  

Bicchieri describes cases in which these beliefs are not accurate as exhibiting 

“pluralistic ignorance” (supra, <chap. 1, pp. 33ff, typescript>) — in particular, these 

norms are based on false beliefs about the first-order normative beliefs of others. 

Going somewhat beyond the concepts she employs (but I hope not in too 

objectionable a way), it seems to me that Bicchieri’s analysis endorses: 

The Non-necessity of Justification: a norm n can be a bona fide social norm in 

social network s even if no one in s has a personal normative belief, β, 

according to which people ought to act on n. 

Following the lead of Bicchieri, let us leave the contents of β, a “personal normative 

belief,” fairly open, so as to possibly include contents about one’s own welfare, that 

of one’s family and associates, what one believes God requires, personal convictions 
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about virtue, sacredness and seemliness, behavior required or approved by one’s 

moral convictions or ideal moral code, etc. I shall say that a social norm n is justified 

to Alf if and only if, given Alf’s personal normative beliefs, he holds that he and 

others in network s ought to conform to n. When it is justified to Alf, norm n stands 

for, coheres with, or promotes his personal normative convictions — these reasons 

ground his commitment to the norm (supra, <chap. 1, typescript p. 30). 

So the Non-necessity of Justification allows norms to be based on pluralistic 

ignorance3 A genuine norm can be based on pluralistic ignorance because the 

existence condition for a norm implies that it is a contingent matter whether any 

given norm n conforms to the personal normative beliefs of the relevant social 

network. But notice the flip side of this point; when norm n is not characterized by 

pluralistic ignorance (regarding normative expectations), it must be the case that a 

majority in network s not only believe that the majority of others think they ought to 

conform to norm n, but that the majority in s actually do believe that others ought to 

conform to n. In this case it would seem that the majority’s personal normative 

beliefs cohere with n: the norm is justified to them in the sense that, at least as they 

see it, n coheres with or expresses their personal normative beliefs, and this gives 

them reasons for holding that n is something people ought to follow. This then 

points to: 

                                                   
3 Regarding normative expectations. Here and throughout I shall put aside empirical 
expectations. 



Scaling Up the Technology of Norm Change/7 

The Minimal Justification Requirement: If n is a social norm that is not 

characterized by pluralistic ignorance, n is minimally justified in network s in 

the sense that at least a majority in s view their personal normative beliefs as 

giving reasons to hold that everyone in s ought to act on n.  

 For the Minimal Justification Requirement to be false, something like the 

following claims would have to be true: (i) the majority in network s really do hold 

that all others ought to follow n yet (ii) they think that their personal normative 

beliefs do not endorse doing as n requires. One might defend both claims by 

insisting that, when the majority in s believes that others ought to follow n, their 

endorsement of this “ought” is a special “ought,” independent of anyone’s personal 

normative beliefs. Perhaps they believe that following n is simply “the done thing” 

and others ought to do the done thing simply because it is the done thing, although 

they can see no good reason, based on their normative convictions, for anyone doing 

it (compare Brennan et al., 2103, esp. chap. 9). Although there is some philosophical 

interest in plowing this field, I do not think that Bicchieri’s text in this volume 

provides evidence that she is attracted to it,4 so I shall put it aside. 

 In addition to personal normative beliefs figuring into the Minimal 

Justification Requirement, in the statement of her model of social norms in this 

                                                   
4 It is also rather hard to make sense of norms based on pluralistic ignorance of normative 
expectations on this account: if the majority thinks that others ought to conform to n simply 
because n is a social norm, then that n is a social norm would imply that the majority holds we 
ought to comply with it. But then it is hard to see how it might be the case that n is a social norm, 
but the majority does not believe that we ought to follow it.  
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volume such beliefs are factors, presumably important ones, in determining a 

person’s sensitivity to a social norm. In reference to a norm concerning child 

marriage, Bicchieri writes: 

Sensitivity in this case refers to how much a person adheres to what the norm 

stands for (Bicchieri, 2006, p. 52). Let’s call a person’s sensitivity to a 

particular norm, n, kn. For example, a person who is not very convinced of the 

advisability of child marriage will have very low sensitivity to that norm (in 

other words a very low kn), whereas a person who is convinced that 

reciprocity is socially important will be highly sensitive to such a norm. 

… 

A high sensitivity individual could list many good reasons for why a 

particular norm should be enforced, whereas a low sensitivity individual, 

who doesn’t care much about what the norm stands for, may only list the fact 

that since the norm is widespread it makes sense for her to obey it (to avoid 

the sanctions that transgressions incur) (supra, <chap. 3, pp. 80-1 typescript>). 

Bicchieri suggests here that a person who is sensitive to a norm is one who has many 

“good reasons” for the enforcement and, presumably, the existence, of norm n. It 

would seem that a person who is highly sensitive to n — who is willing to follow n 
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even at considerable cost to herself5 — is likely to be one for whom n is justified in the 

sense that it “stands for” or promotes the things she cares about. For all of these, if Betty 

cares about them,6 and believes that n stands for them or promotes them, we would 

expect her kn to be high. Let us call this: 

The Justification Effect: one’s sensitivity (k) to norm n tends to rise as its 

justification increases, where justification depends on the coherence of n with 

one’s own personal normative belief(s), β. 

Bicchieri is clear that (what I have called) the Justification Effect is not uniformly 

distributed in the population. Those with greater “reflective autonomy,” she 

predicts, would have a stronger tendency to decrease their sensitivity to a norm as 

they become aware of reasons against it, while more conformist members of the 

group will have higher kn values just because, say, n has been in place for a long 

time, and will be less sensitive to reasons against it (supra, <chap. 3, pp. 81-84 

typescript>). 

The extent to which social norms are justified vis a vis personal normative 

beliefs turns out, somewhat surprisingly, to be central to Bicchieri’s analysis of social 

norms. Indeed, some notion of public reason is important to her analysis (Bicchieri 

and Mercier, 2013). As we have seen, norms characterized by pluralistic ignorance 

                                                   
5 In Bicchieri’s formal and empirical work, the sensitivity variable (k) measures a person’s 
tendency to forego monetary gains in order to comply with a fairness norm (Bicchieri, 2006: 52-4).  
6 One can view these as “commitments.” See Sen 1982. 
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are not justified by the personal normative beliefs of the members of the relevant 

network;7 norms that people are liable to break (unless backed up by high sanctions) 

tend to be those that are weakly justified to them. Commitment to norms, as well as 

commitment to change, she insists, is based on reasons.  

That Bicchieri’s analysis clearly relates a norm to the personal normative 

reasons of those subject to it is, I think, deeply attractive. Because justification is not 

necessary to the existence of a social norm, we can see how a group of people may 

be trapped by a norm that does not express their normative beliefs and, indeed, 

frustrates them. On the other hand, the Justification Requirement points out that 

norms can be, and often are, an expression of the joint reasoning of the persons 

whose lives they regulate — if not of every member of the network, of most, usually 

a large majority.8 Normative expectations can be grounded on the personal 

normative beliefs of the members of the social network. Moreover, people’s devotion 

to norms — their sensitivity to the behavioral rule at the core of the norm — is not 

simply a matter of unthinking conformity, tradition or indoctrination, but, as the 

Justification Effect maintains, is often an upshot of the strength of their reasons to 

support the norm. In perhaps the most admirable programs to change norms, such 

as those of Tostan Community Empowerment Program, the explicit aim is to help 
                                                   
7 I am simplifying here, putting aside how many members of a relevant social network must 
endorse the normative demands of the norm before we call it justified in that network. While 
important in philosophic analysis of public reason, such concerns are not central here. 
8 Throughout, then, my comments must be read with this caveat: the “public reason” feature of 
her account typically applies only to a subset of those subject to the norm. On the question of 
inclusiveness of public reason, see Gaus, 2015. 
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the participants to live according to norms that better express their own normative 

beliefs (Beniamino, Gillespie and Mackie, 2014). When evaluating a social 

technology of norm change, we should not only inquire, as social scientists, in what 

social circumstances the technology applies — whether, for example, it usefully can 

be scaled up to large urban societies. We also should ask whether the technology 

tends to facilitate or to shape, or even override, the personal normative beliefs of the 

participants. Or rather, accepting that this is a continuous and not a dichotomous 

variable, we should inquire when norm change tends to be most facilitative of 

participants acting on their personal normative beliefs, and what methods, applied 

in what contexts, are apt to be less sensitive to the personal normative beliefs of the 

participants and, perhaps, more sensitive to the personal normative beliefs of change 

agents and political elites.  I shall thus distinguish some methods of norm change as 

being highly “participant sensitive” — when the technology focuses on changing 

norms to fit the personal normative beliefs of the participants — with others being 

highly “elite sensitive,” i.e., when the technology seeks to shape social norms to 

reflect the personal normative beliefs of elites. It is important that a technology that 

is highly elite sensitive need not be opposed to the personal normative beliefs of the 

participants; the point is that its effectiveness is either significantly independent of 

them, or is able to shape them. Again it needs to be stressed that these are more 

extreme points on a continuous scale. 

 



Scaling Up the Technology of Norm Change/12 

 

 

3 THE “EASY” CASE: NORM CHANGE FOCUSING ON PLURALISTIC IGNORANCE 

Bicchieri draws our attention to a UNICEF study on violence toward children, which 

reported both high rates of caregiver disapproval of corporeal punishment and of 

participation in such punishment (supra, <chap. 1, p. 33 typescript>). Similar findings 

have been reported concerning prison guards (Bicchieri. 2006: 180). And, as she 

reports, in some African countries there appears to be a similar pattern concerning 

female genital cutting — high disapproval rates combined with high participation 

rates (supra, <chap. 1, p. 33 typescript>). These may well be cases of pluralistic 

ignorance — the norm that a majority in the social network acts on, and enforces, is 

not normatively endorsed by them (The Non-necessity of Justification, §2). Bicchieri 

believes that pluralistic ignorance is a “quite common” phenomenon (Bicchieri and 

Mercier, 2014: 63). 

 As Bicchieri shows, changing a norm — e.g., abandoning it — requires a 

collective change in expectations: the norm is held in place by the empirical and 

normative expectations of the group (supra, <chap. 3, p. 6 typescript>). In cases of 

pluralistic ignorance, norm change may focus on the false second-order beliefs about 

what others believe ought to be done, i.e., their false normative expectations.  
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An easy case would be our realization, typically through questionnaires and 

vignettes, that the target population’s attitudes towards a practice are 

incongruent with how much they believe members of their reference network 

support it. Interventions should draw attention to this discrepancy. All cases 

of pluralistic ignorance can be greatly alleviated by disseminating 

information about what people really think (supra, <chap. 3, p. 50, 

typescript>). 

Bicchieri is crystal clear that making available better information about the 

normative beliefs of others (whether the norm is justified to them) is by no means 

sufficient to undermine a norm based on pluralistic ignorance. Not only must the 

members of the network trust the information, but they also must know that others 

in their network have accepted the information and revised their expectations. This 

can be a significant problem: if there is a norm against talking about topics such as 

female genital cutting (supra, <chap. 3, p. 71, typescript>; Beniamino, Gillespie and 

Mackie, 2014), then both the diffusion of information and the publicity of belief 

change may be difficult. Even if the majority in a network revised their second-order 

beliefs (normative expectations), if this revision was not public knowledge, each may 

still think that others have maintained their second-order beliefs, and each may 

conclude that the norm persists. And even when knowledge of belief change is 

public, there still remains an assurance problem: before departing from the 
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requirements of the old norm, one needs to be assured that others are ready to 

depart, and so will not punish one’s deviance.  

 For all these complications, it nevertheless seems right that with regard to 

both the technology of norm change and questions of justification, this sort of change 

is relatively straightforward. This method of norm change first and foremost 

involves the dissemination of information about the first-order normative beliefs of 

those in the network — put simply, what they think ought to be done.9 When 

something approaching open and reasonably inclusive public discussion of 

normative beliefs occurs, people tend to adjust their beliefs to the evidence revealed 

in discussion and appreciate reasons for change (Bicchieri and Mercier, 2012). 

Although experimental investigations and most fieldwork has focused on small 

group deliberation, insofar as the crux of changing pluralistic ignorance-based 

norms is diffusion of information about the attitudes of the population, there is no 

major barrier to application of such norm change technology to large-scale societies. 

As John Stuart Mill (1871: 937) stressed, advice and dissemination of information is a 

critical task of competent government. The social experiments of Antanas Mockus, 

mayor of Bogotá in the late 1990s and early 2000s, are especially noteworthy in 

showing how government can assist in undermining bad norms and introducing 

                                                   
9 Again, recall that I am setting empirical expectations aside. 
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justified ones in a large-scale setting (Mockus, 2012, 2015).10 The drivers of Bogotá 

flouted a host of traffic rules; such behavior probably was itself a social norm that 

“everyone does it, and expects one to behave that way.” Not surprisingly, the upshot 

was a very high traffic fatality rate. Mockus distributed 350,000 “Thumbs 

Up/Thumbs Down” cards that drivers would display in response to dangerous 

driving by others, to drive home the message that such behavior ran afoul of the 

personal normative judgments of other drivers. Drivers were thus able to convey 

their personal normative attitudes to others. Along with related programs (such as 

replacing traffic police with mimes, who ridiculed violations), Bogotá witnessed a 

63% decrease in traffic fatalities from 1995-2003. 

Given current information technologies, non-governmental sources of 

information in mass societies have exponentially expanded; social networking is a 

particular example of how individuals may overcome the “fundamental attribution 

error” (Ross and Nisbett, 1991: 87-89). While an individual may be ready to explain 

her behavior in terms of some situational variable (“the norm calls for it — people 

expect that behavior of me”), we tend to more readily explain the behavior of others 

in terms of their personal attributes (“he approves of that behavior.”) This is a 

fundamental source of sustained pluralistic ignorance (supra, <chap. 1, pp. 34-35, 

typescript>). Social networking allows individuals to uncover the personal 

                                                   
10 I have greatly benefitted from advice from Javier Guillot about Mockus’s accomplishments. See 
also http://www.corpovisionarios.org. 
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normative beliefs of a fairly large set of others, helping to alert one to the fact that 

some norms (for example, those against gay marriage) have very little support in the 

personal normative beliefs of one’s social network. However, like all methods of 

norm change, social networking can lead to its own perverse effects. Since 

membership in a social network is typically self-selected, one’s network (or, more 

generally, one’s sources of information in contemporary mass societies) may be 

largely composed of those who share one’s personal normative beliefs (Sunstein 

2009). Consequently pluralistic ignorance may be strengthened: given that my like-

minded network shares my normative beliefs, I may become settled in my 

conviction that “we all” support a norm that, in fact, is disapproved of by most. 

Recall the apocryphal tale of the Harvard professor who, in 2000, was convinced that 

the election of George W. Bush was fraudulent — she did not know a single person 

who voted for him. 

Methods of social norm change focusing on pluralistic ignorance, then, are by 

no means without problems. Yet their great attraction is that they facilitate the 

justification of norms, and enhance the ability of members of a social network to live 

according to their personal normative beliefs. In my term, they are highly participant 

sensitive. While in small-scale settings such norm change may require a facilitator 

who focuses discussion on the unjustified norm, or in the case of a large-scale change 

an innovator such a Mockus may lead the way, in a fundamental sense the change is 

driven by the personal normative beliefs of the participants in the norm network. 
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Here norm change is liberating: a behavioral rule that runs counter to the personal 

normative beliefs of the population, but which regulated their behavior and was 

enforced though social disapproval (and perhaps greater sanctions) is removed, so 

that the social life of the relevant group more closely aligns with what they value. 

 

4 CHANGING MNIMALLY JUSTIFIED NORMS: THE INTERNAL PERSPECTIVE 

4.1 Coming to Better Understand One’s Personal Normative Beliefs and Where They Lead 

Bicchieri observes that “the difficult case” is when the members of a network possess 

personal normative beliefs that endorse the social norm that some external agent 

seeks to change. “As opposed to pluralistic ignorance, here normative expectations 

are correct, because perceived and objective consensus coincide” (supra, <chap. 3, p. 

51 typescript>).  As I have described it, in these cases the norm meets the Minimal 

Justification Requirement. Now as readers may have noted, this is a very low level of 

justification: according to it, if a person concludes that her personal normative beliefs 

β endorse n, then n is justified for her. As Bicchieri points out, one can come to 

recognize that β is itself not well-grounded. 

We can come to this realization by recognizing that some beliefs that we hold 

contradict other beliefs. The contradiction becomes apparent when we are 

given new information about the content of some such beliefs. For example, 

realizing that female genital cutting could result in bodily harm would make 
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one also realize that continuing to practice it would be in conflict with beliefs 

about protecting the health and life of one’s children. We may also realize 

that some of the premises that we accept must lead to some logical 

conclusions that, in fact, we normally reject (supra, <chap. 3, pp. 71-2 

typescript>). 

And as Bicchieri and Mercier (2014: 69) argue, 

Inconsistencies are typically the occasion for belief change. When inconsistent 

beliefs are detected, the mind tries to determine which can be most easily 

rejected in order to reduce the inconsistency…. Arguments take a belief that 

the listener accepts — the premise — and show her that this belief is 

inconsistent with the rejection of the argument’s conclusion. When a good 

argument is offered, it is more consistent for the listener to change her mind 

about the conclusion than to accept the premise while rejecting the 

conclusion. 

The idea, then, is that while unreflectively one may conclude that, β, one’s personal 

normative belief, endorses n, upon further argumentation and reflection on relevant 

data, one my come to see that this is not so. This could lead to: 

Robust Justification: n is robustly justified in network s if (i) at least a majority 

in s view their personal normative beliefs as giving reasons to hold that 

everyone in s ought to act on n (ii) this conclusion is (or would be) stable in 
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the light of the amount of reflection on their beliefs, discussion, and exposure 

to new information that it is reasonable to expect of typical members of s. 

Obviously clause (ii) is contextual, and rather vague (for some philosophical 

cleaning up, see Gaus, 2011a: 254-8). The root idea, though, is that in any given case, 

norm n is not robustly justified if, in the light of the degree of critical reflection and 

discussion that is appropriate to network s, the majority conclude that their personal 

normative beliefs do not give them reason to endorse norm n. In a Philosophy 

department the level of reflection we expect might be very high indeed; in a 

neighborhood association discussing an anti-littering norm, a good deal lower.  

 Robust Justification is no mere philosopher’s will-o’-the-wisp: it is, 

essentially, the aim of the Tostan Community Empowerment Program (Beniamino, 

Gillespie and Mackie, 2014). The program, as conducted in rural Senegal (in villages 

ranging from 200-500),11 centers on human rights and democracy education, which 

stresses the exploration of, and deliberation about, the values recognized by the 

members of the community. Throughout the curriculum, the aim is to examine these 

ideas in light of the values of the community members. This is not to say that those 

who participate in the program are themselves typical members; many appear to 

possess the features of trendsetters that Bicchieri identifies (supra, <chap. 3, pp. 76ff 

typescript>). The participants in these classes reflect on human rights and equality 

                                                   
11 However, some norms may characterize networks that link different villages, so those subject 
to a norm could be greater than 500. 
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(for example, concerning gender norms), often reaching considerable consensus 

within the group about these values and some of their implications, before going out 

to engage in further deliberation and discussion with the wider community.   

 There are many ways in which such deliberation can change norms and the 

personal normative beliefs on which they may be based. Some personal normative 

beliefs might change (for example, the belief that Islam requires female genital 

cutting might be rejected given information from Islamic religious leaders) or new 

personal normative beliefs may be adopted (say that the education of women is 

valuable to the family). Alternatively, as Bicchieri notes (supra, <chap. 3, p. 48, see 

also p. 33, typescript>), the Saleema campaign in the Sudan seeks to revise the 

interpretation of deep personal normative beliefs about purity and their link to the 

imperative to cut daughters, instead linking these traditional values to daughters 

remaining whole and natural.  

 Admittedly, it is not strictly necessary to seek to change personal normative 

beliefs and their upshots in this way in order to undermine a norm that meets the 

Minimal Justification Requirement (supra, <chap. 3, p. 8, typescript>). Undermining 

the empirical expectations that others will act on the norm is critical to norm 

abandonment, and for that a change in personal normative beliefs is not absolutely 

required. However, a change in non-erroneous empirical expectations implies that 

members of s either have observed, or have strong reasons to predict, decreased 

compliance with n. An important route to deceased rates of compliance is decreased 
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sensitivity to the norm; as people become less sensitive to the norm, they are less apt 

to forego acting on their own interests and other concerns for the sake of norm 

compliance. Now the Justification Effect (§2) indicates as a person’s reasons to 

comply decrease (as personal normative beliefs become less supportive of the norm), 

the less sensitive she will be to the norm. Thus a critical route to decreasing 

compliance is to decrease sensitivity. To be sure, even if n is not at all supported by 

one’s personal normative beliefs one may remain sufficiently sensitive to it to ensure 

compliance, simply because one expects to be sanctioned by others (as Bicchieri says, 

one would then be expected to have a low kn). Nevertheless, decreasing the 

majority’s sensitivity to n clearly will often be critical in decreasing compliance.  

 

4.2 Three Attractive Features of (some) Small-scale Deliberation 

The Tostan Community Empowerment Program conducts classes with enrollments 

of 30-40 (Beniamino, Gillespie and Mackie, 2014). Now at this level, attempts to alter 

norms that meet the Minimal Justification Requirement through changes in personal 

normative beliefs have a strong tendency to do so by facilitating reflection that tends 

towards Robust Justification: people come to better understand the implications of 

their personal normative beliefs and how they relate to the social norm. If the upshot 

is that participants support a new norm (which may at first be established in their 

small network and then gravitate out), it is likely that the norm will be closer to the 



Scaling Up the Technology of Norm Change/22 

ideal of robustly justification; if a norm is abandoned, it often is because participants 

have realized that the norm, which was minimally justified at the outset, does not 

withstand further critical examination. As Bicchieri stresses, the participants will 

come to see they have reasons to abandon this norm (supra, <chap. 3, pp. 1ff, 

typescript>). Thus in a very real and important sense, the change in the status of the 

norm is apt to be the recognition by participants that it does not truly stand for, or 

promote, their personal normative beliefs, or that a new norm does so in a distinctly 

better way. The change, we might say, arises from the internal normative point of 

view of the members of the network: this mode of norm change. Is highly sensitive 

to the participant perspective. Three features of this process seem especially 

important in linking a change of norm to the internal normative perspective of the 

participants. 

 First, the deliberative change process is significantly egalitarian: i.e., all are 

seen as genuine participants in the exploration of normative beliefs and so none are 

mere patients or spectators.  Those in the deliberative group participate in critically 

examining how their personal normative beliefs relate to the norm in question. 

Establishing this basic egalitarian framework is itself a social accomplishment, as in 

many cultures some sub-groups (women, for example) are not viewed as active 

participants in collective discussions (Beniamino, Gillespie and Mackie, 2014). 

Moreover, complete egalitarianism is seldom accomplished. In the Tostan 

Community Empowerment Program, for example, the teacher has a critical role in 
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guiding discussion, and the teacher has certain values that he or she wishes to 

explore and, hopefully, convince participants to endorse. The role of the teacher is 

thus a critical factor that merits examination. In many of the UNICEF programs that 

Bicchieri discusses, external facilitators are critical. Nevertheless, many small-scale 

deliberative change programs are importantly egalitarian in the sense that an 

inclusive deliberative culture ensures that they are not simply modes of didactic 

instruction.  

To be sure, as Bicchieri points out, even when achieved, an egalitarian 

deliberative setting by no means ensures that small-scale discussions moves in the 

direction of robust justification; empirical evidence indicates that in these settings 

conformist thinking can dominate, each seeking to show that she is a bona fide 

member of the group by adopting what she perceives as group norms, or what she 

deems to be the group orientation (supra, <chap. 3, p. 70 typescript>; Sunstein, 2006: 

chap. 2).  Critical then, is the presence of the second feature: a challenge and response 

dynamic. The idea of challenge and response is fundamental to the process of 

justification in social settings. On Carl Wellman’s account:  

Justifying a statement, belief, attitude, emotion, or action is meeting 

challenges to it. To meet a challenge is to give an adequate response, which is 

accepted, had, or understood, by the challenger. An adequate response is one 

that after indefinite criticism would cause anyone who thinks in the normal 
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way and … understands both challenge and response to withdraw or 

withhold the challenge…” (1971: 128). 

In small scale-settings, the challenge and response dynamic often looms large. 

Suppose a teacher or a member of the group claims β! — that some personal 

normative belief should be embraced. In a justification-conducive context this claim 

is apt to be met with a challenge by another participant (~β!). If no adequate 

response to her challenge is forthcoming, the challenger will be unmoved from her 

current beliefs; if she judges the response adequate, then she will see that, from 

within her own perspective, the initial claim that we should adopt β, which she (or 

another) challenged may, after all, be vindicated. If no successful challenges are 

forthcoming, she is apt to conclude that β is, after all, something that conforms with 

her personal normative beliefs — as she sees it, β is justified.  Thus put, the dynamic 

sounds distinctly confrontational and, perhaps, characteristically Western, but the 

key is that individuals must be comfortable raising concerns and hesitations about 

norm criticisms and proposals, criticisms that emanate from their own personal 

normative beliefs and experiences, and the others must take these as serious 

challenges to proposals and criticisms to be addressed (supra, <chap. 3, pp. 70-1, 

typescript>).  

This brings us to the third critical feature of deliberative contexts that induce 

change through justification: the decision whether a challenge has been successfully 

met must ultimately remain with each participant, who makes up her own mind 
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whose view, in the challenge-and-response encounter, has been vindicated. And 

this, in turn, implies that in a fundamental sense each is the judge of what is 

justified. In this sense such belief change respects the moral autonomy of the 

participants (Gaus, 2005). 

 

4.3 Two Obvious (but not Deep) Justificatory Problems of Scaling Up 

The Shared Reasons Requirement. It may appear that there is an obvious, 

insuperable, barrier to reasoned norm change in large-scale societies because of 

Bicchieri’s 

Shared Reasoned Requirement: In network s regarding norm n, the participants 

in s must have shared reasons to change n (supra, <chap. 3, pp. 7, 19, 22, 69, 

typescript>). 

It may seem obvious that, as societies become larger they are also apt to become 

more diverse, and as they become more diverse their pool of shared reasons — for 

change or for just about anything else — will decrease, as in Figure 1.  
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FIGURE 1 

 

The idea behind curve A in Figure 1 is that, for any given individual i in a society, 

we would expect the reasons that she shares with the rest of the society to drop off 

very quickly as the society becomes larger. Moral, religious and political diversity is 

a characteristic of most medium- and larger–scale societies; as we move away from 

small-scale settings of hundreds to those of millions, the percentage of a person’s 

beliefs that she shares with all her fellows would seem to quickly decrease. 

However, even B, a simple linear decreasing function, would lead to few shared 

reasons in very large societies. If this is so, then given the Shared Reasons 

Requirement, increased scale itself would seem to provide an almost insuperable 

barrier to reasoned norm change. If there are few shared reasons, it will be difficult 

to have shared reasons for norm change. 

 I am skeptical that we should embrace the Shared Reasons Requirement, at 

least if it means anything like it does in contemporary political philosophy (Gaus, 

2011a: 283-94) — that shared reasons are, roughly, the same reasons. What seems 

essential for reasoned norm change is that (i) the majority (hopefully the very large 

High————————————————————Low 

Percentage of i’s reasons shared with the rest of the society 
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majority) in network s have (their own) reasons to change (say, based on their 

personal normative beliefs) and (ii) the fact in (i) is widely (publicly) known. In this 

case we have the basis for working to change the norm together — collectively — in 

a way that better aligns it with our reasons. Think about a social norm requiring 

vaccination of one’s children for, say, rubella. A change to such a norm may be 

supported by a utilitarian on public health grounds, a feminist on the basis of the 

mother’s interest, and yet others on the basis of children’s rights. To be sure, they all 

will have coordinated reasons to support the change, but these coordinated or 

converging reasons will not necessarily be shared reasons to change (change for the 

same reasons), though they may be publicly known reasons, and will lead to shared 

plans of action to bring about a shared norm. 

 

Big Groups Don’t Discuss. The attractive features of small-scale deliberation 

(especially the challenge-and-response dynamic) seem inherently incapable of being 

scaled up. If Robust Justification demands that the majority in some network 

actually discusses and reflects on the norm’s relation to their personal moral beliefs, 

it appears trivial that large groups are unable to move far in the direction of Robust 

Justification. This would have nothing to do with the technologies of large-scale 

norm change, but the nature of Robust Justification — it is what would appear 

inherently incapable of scaling-up. I do not wish to be dismissive of those who 

advance methods which seek to greatly widen the range of reflection and discussion 
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in mass societies (Fishkin, 1991, 2011): no doubt there are significant possibilities of 

progress in developing such methods. Nevertheless, the aspiration that the majority 

in a mass society will discuss and reflect on the norms that structure their social life 

is, at best, very optimistic.  

 Robust Justification, however, does not require that the majority engage in 

deliberation and reflection concerning their norms’ relation to their personal 

normative beliefs. The aim is to identify norm-change processes that have an 

inherent tendency to track the reflective personal normative beliefs of the 

participants in the network. One way to accomplish this is through representative 

mechanisms  (Gaus, 1996, Part 3). An assembly that represents the array of personal 

normative beliefs in the population as a whole can capture some of the features of 

small-scale deliberation, such as egalitarianism and challenge-and-response 

dynamics (see also Landemore, 2013, chap. 4). The upshot can be collective outcomes 

that have a significant — but of course nothing like perfect, and often distressingly 

imperfect — tendency to align with the reflective personal normative beliefs of the 

majority in a population. When functioning at their best, such representative 

assemblies can come to deeper and more reflective judgments of the relation 

between personal normative beliefs of the constituents and social rules than the 

constituents themselves. In these cases we can say that the participants would tend to 

reach these conclusions if they deliberated along the lines of their representatives — 

those whose views are akin to theirs. The deep attraction of democratic 
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representation is that, in the end, reflective constituents have a type of final say 

whether they concur with these judgments, and so the system retains an important 

element of participant moral autonomy.  

 

 

 

4.4 Many Scaled-Up Technologies Do Not Inherently Tend Toward Robust Justification 

Robust Justification, then, is by no means an ideal restricted to small groups. Still, it 

is not easy to reproduce the attractive features of small-scale deliberation at mass 

levels: most methods of norm change in mass societies do not even approximate an 

attenuated version of deliberation. Norm-change technologies in large-scale societies 

such as media campaigns and “edutainment” of well-designed soap operas may 

well transform personal normative beliefs, but because these modes of norm change 

have built-in power and influence asymmetries, and tend to be didactic or simply 

persuasive, I am skeptical that they are marked by a significant inherent tendency to 

move toward norms that satisfy Robust Justification.  

 This, I think, is especially clear with edutainment, which can “induce a shift 

in personal normative beliefs” (supra, <chap. 3, p. 61, typescript>): 

When they are well-designed, edutainment productions can essentially 

provide a tutorial for social change: through a vicarious reproduction of what 

effective change can look like, they demonstrate to viewers what they 
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“should” expect when engaging in particular scripts…. When the characters 

deviate from the socially prototypical behavioral paths, they typically meet 

with success, thus signaling to the viewers that, if they were to do the same, 

they would meet with the same success. This process likely amplifies the 

viewer’s perceived-self efficacy, making them more willing to deviate (supra, 

<chap. 3, p. 123, typescript>). 

As Bicchieri notes, a soap opera tutors, presenting the desired change in an appealing 

light, rather than actively engaging in challenge and response — the audience’s role 

is that of a receiver of a message. Of course the audience engages with this message 

and may well discuss it with friends and family, and so there is apt to be small-scale 

deliberation about the message. Yet this message is often presented in a powerful 

and partisan way. In a skilled production the issues may be presented as more clear-

cut than many would think, the problems more easily surmountable. Edutainment 

seems more suited to influencing the beliefs of the audience than inducing them to 

reflect on their commitments in a relatively justification-tracking and open way. 

Indeed Pincione and Tesón (2006: 33-34) cogently argue that artistic (which includes 

dramatic) presentations of cases for social change are instances of discourse failure. 

Successful artistic presentations are apt to appeal to heuristics and biases, such as 

vividness (or concreteness); evidence (or more generally a consideration) that is 

presented in a vivid, concrete, way is given more weight (Nisbett and Ross 1980: 25). 

Thus a gripping story with well-developed characters can move audiences far more 
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than a dispassionate statement of the reasons for a change, much less a challenge 

and response setting in which these reasons are interrogated in a basically 

egalitarian setting. And this use of vividness is by no means restricted to the arts: 

Concreteness is a feature shared by documentaries…and political arts. In 

both cases the author avoids arguing for a political position; instead, she 

depicts a concrete fact in hope that it will activate the theories that audience 

holds by default. They differ in one interesting respect, however. 

Documentaries show a poignant fact ([e.g., a report that] hungry people are 

grilling cats), whereas political artists are freer to imagine situations with 

various degrees of descriptive accuracy, including none at all. This does not 

prevent works of political art from being as effective as political 

documentaries, because they trade realism for beauty. The emotional effect of 

the documentary’s poignant realism is matched by the uplifting aesthetic 

experience sparked by the work of art. Both usurp reasoned political 

argument (Pincione and Tesón, 2006: 34). 

 It is important to stress that I am not claiming that these technologies of norm 

change systematically move away from norms that meet Robust Justification. The 

worry is that they appear to be general methods of change that can be effectively 

employed even when they run counter to Robust Justification. To a significant 

extent, they float free from justification. There is reason to think that people can be 
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taught, via appeal to heuristics and biases, to abandon robustly justified beliefs in 

favor of less justified ones — and in many cases it seems as easy to do this as to 

move toward Robust Justification (Stich and Nisbett, 1990). Thus a great deal 

depends on the aims of those who set the agenda, direct the campaigns and produce 

the educational materials and the edutainment. In the hands of enlightened elites, 

dramas and media campaigns give people critical information (e.g., that smoking 

causes cancer, that unprotected sex spreads AIDS), campaigns that have led to 

important norm changes that certainly were in the direction of Robust Justification. 

On the other hand, elites often employ their asymmetric influence over media and 

education to induce dubiously justified beliefs in their efforts to change norms, from 

contemporary Western states’ efforts to weaken privacy norms against surveillance 

in the interests of anti-terror security, to the blatant control of the media by 

authoritarians such Vladimir Putin, seeking to instill and strengthen a wide variety 

of highly dubious jingoistic and nationalistic, beliefs and norms. 

 

4.5 Two Especially Worrying Methods of Mass Norm Change 

As I have stressed, a gratifying and attractive feature of Bicchieri’s analysis is her 

repeated insistence of the necessity of having reasons to change norms (supra, <chap. 

3, pp. 3, 74, 132 typescript>).  Given this, methods of norm change that, as it were, 

explicitly avoid reason-giving and rationality look especially problematic. In 
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describing UNICEF’s work to overcome open defecation norms, which lead to 

serious disease and suffering, Bicchieri writes: 

It is always difficult to convince people about things they do not see: Germs 

and bacteria are not visible to the eye, and so their consequences are hard to 

identify and invite a host of alternative explanations. Instead of rationally 

convincing individuals that particular practices are maladaptive, appealing to 

them on an emotional level can often be very effective. Eliciting strong 

emotions, like fear and disgust, can succeed at changing people’s minds 

about some activity in lieu of reasoned arguments laced with medical data 

norms (supra, <chap. 3, p. 13, typescript>).  

 Now I do not doubt that abolishing open defection with all its attendant miseries 

provides a strong case for this sort of intervention. Nevertheless, social change 

technologies that preempt reasoned justification in favor of changing personal 

normative beliefs via appeal to emotions such as disgust not only lack an inherent 

tendency to induce norms that meet Robust Justification, but their appeal to strong 

emotions such as disgust renders them powerful devices in overriding reasoning in 

order to induce non-justified norms. As William McDougall (1950: 49) observed, 

disgust, say, toward a person, is essentially unjustifiable: “when we seek to account 

for, and to justify, our disgust, we cast about for some simile and say ‘He is like a 

snake,’ or ‘He is rotten to the core!’.” In this case, at least, I believe Jonathan Haidt 
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(2012: chap. 2) is right: disgust is leading the way, with the judgmental tail following 

along. 

 Because evoking disgust is usually independent of justifying reasons, even 

when, as it were, disgust is enlisted on the side of justified norm change, it seems 

that disgust over-sensitizes people to the norm and, indeed, can lead to 

unreasonably puritanical norms. Consider the case of norms against smoking. As 

Bicchieri notes, “Smoking has been largely abandoned in many circles due not just to 

the understanding of its personal health consequences, but also to the awareness 

that ‘passive smoking’ is harmful, and the passive smoker has a right not to be 

suffocated by others’ fumes” (supra, <chap. 3, p. 2, typescript>). Now without a 

doubt, the cancer risks to a smoker are manifest, but the data about the cancer risks 

to non-smokers from second-hand smoke — especially the sort encountered in 

public (as opposed to many years living with a smoker) — are far less clear (Peres, 

2013). It seems that the establishment of the current strong antismoking norm was 

not simply driven by the Millian principle against harm to others (the case on this 

point seems, at best, rather inconclusive), but importantly by disgust (Rozin, 1999). 

But disgust does not merely make people sensitive to harms, it can render them 

highly disapproving of harmless activities or, as with smoking, instances of the 

activity that do not appear harmful. Insofar as the disgust reaction makes one feel 

polluted or stained, feeling that one’s purity has been violated (Haidt, 2012: 147), we 
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can understand why anti-smoking norms have gone so far beyond the medical 

evidence — the very act of smoking is, simply, rotten to the core! 

 As Bicchieri and Mercier (2014: 77) observe, because of the limits of 

deliberation in large-scale settings, activists “rely on a variety of … media to effect 

norm change, from ad campaigns to spreading new words that encapsulate a 

normative statement (such as ‘homophobic’).”  However, this seems less an 

extension–albeit-with–attenuation of the attractive features of small-scale 

deliberation than another form of deliberative failure. The use of a term such as 

“homophobic” is by no means simply a normative statement:  it is an instance of 

what Michel Foucault (1995: 177ff) described as “normalization.” Those with deviant 

personal normative beliefs are labeled as suffering from an illness (in this case, a 

phobia, a neurosis). The issue is no longer a justificatory disagreement — it has been 

transformed into dealing with a pathology. The technique of labeling those with 

deviant personal normative beliefs as ill or pathological — which, like media 

campaigns to evoke disgust at deviant behavior, can be highly effective in mass 

settings — not only lacks an inherent tendency to lead to norms that satisfy Robust 

Justification, but actually points norm change away from reason giving.  

 

5 THE AUTHORITARIAN MORALIST 

5.1 Impatient Moralism 

The problems I have been exploring are grounded on what we might call:  
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The Worry: Social technologies of social norm change in network s that do 

achieve change largely through individual decisions by members of s about 

what is justified to them (that tend toward Robust Justification) are troubling.  

But the reader may ask: why The Worry? Throughout the world people live under 

social norms that are harmful, unhealthy, maladaptive, unfair, or oppressive. If we 

can get the members of the relevant network to appreciate the need for change, then 

fine and good. But if we cannot, then we should count ourselves fortunate that we 

are developing social technologies of norm change that can work quite 

independently of worries about justification — and perhaps avoid appeal to 

reasoning altogether. 

 This is no mere philosophic objection: it is a core issue in current public 

policy debates. The United Kingdom, for example, has recently moved toward 

“draconian measures,” aiming at stamping out the “barbaric procedure” of female 

genital cutting. Girls who are deemed “at risk” will have their passports confiscated 

and not be allowed to leave the UK, and will be required to undergo genital medical 

examinations (London Evening Standard, 20 October 2014). The United Kingdom 

Female Genital Mutilation Act 2003 defines “girl” as including “women,” so legally 

cutting in adulthood is also prohibited.12 Such attitudes have led many in the West 

to campaign for the swift abolition of female genital cutting throughout the world, 

employing considerable legal coercion if necessary (Heir, 2014).  

                                                   
12 http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2003/31/pdfs/ukpga_20030031_en.pdf 
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The case for such action seems, at least on first look, clearly compelling. If 

practices such as female genital cutting and child marriage13 are violations of basic 

human rights to bodily integrity and autonomy, then surely a human rights 

perspective will insist that these practices be immediately terminated. To maintain 

that norm change must proceed through justification, appealing to the reasons 

acknowledged or endorsed by those in the relevant networks, can only slow down, 

and may perhaps even derail, the establishment of human rights (Quong, 2014). As 

Bicchieri herself acknowledges, “There is a certain sluggishness in personal 

normative beliefs of the ‘moral’ kind, as opposed to prudential ones” (supra, <chap. 

3, p. 30, typescript>). Nevertheless, I believe that the methods developed by 

Bicchieri, stressing the fundamental importance of people in a network recognizing 

reasons to change their norms and seeking norms that meet the condition of Robust 

Justification, have three great advantages over what we might call the “impatient 

moralist” approach. 

 

5.2 Efficacy 

The most obvious — and to many the most compelling — reason to reject impatient 

moralism is that it tends to fail to secure the very human rights it values. “[P]lenty of 

prior experience (especially in developing countries),” Bicchieri notes, “tells us that 

                                                   
13 We must be careful; neither of these are uniform practices throughout different cultures. What 
constitutes female genital cutting, and child marriage, can differ greatly from culture to culture. 
The World Health Organization distinguishes four types of female genital cutting (Heir 2014). 
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change initiated in a top-down fashion, typically in the form of legislative 

interventions, seldom works” (supra, <chap. 3, p. 53, typescript>).  When activists 

enlist coercive national or international institutions to force people into respecting 

human rights, the result is typically that the subject population ignores the legal 

requirements when external enforcement agents are not on the scene, itself leading 

to increased disrespect for the law as a mode of social coordination. As the social 

experiments of Mockus indicate (§§1, 3), even when law is employed it must not 

stray too far from social norms (supra, <chap. 3, p. 54, typescript>), and the law itself 

seems to depend on a social norm of obedience (Mackie, 2015). 

An important reason for this lack of efficacy is that a simple prohibition of an 

ongoing practice often takes no cognizance of the fact that there are no clear 

alternative ways of acting open to the members of the network in question. Take, for 

example, a law that forbids the marriage of 15 year-old girls (supra, <chap. 1, pp. 3ff, 

5; chap. 2, pp. 1, 39-40, chap. 3, pp. 5, 29-30, 38ff, 67, 119ff typescript>). If the only 

option open to girls is to become wives and mothers, and if virginity is seen by 

potential husbands as an absolute qualification for marriage, remaining unmarried 

in late adolescence may severely harm a girl’s life prospects.14 To effectively 

undermine the norm, an increased opportunity set for women is typically required; 

increased employment opportunities for women can provide ways for girls who are 

educated into their late teens to contribute benefits to the household that would be 

                                                   
14 I have greatly benefitted from discussions with Gerry Mackie about these matters. 
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valued by potential husbands, helping to change the idea of a “good wife” (supra, 

<chap. 3, pp. 39ff, typescript>). In a network-based (internal) justification — one 

which is highly sensitive to the personal normative beliefs of the participants — 

these opportunity costs and potential trade-offs would very likely come to the fore; 

any reflective network-based decision to abandon a norm (or adopt a new norm 

requiring the education of daughters) would almost certainly have taken these 

factors into account, helping to render the collective decision to change efficacious. 

In contrast, a moralist’s dictum that the people in this network simply must be made 

to educate their daughters and not allow early marriage is almost sure to miss these 

complex issues regarding the other norms in which this norm is embedded and what 

opportunities might facilitate adoption of the new behavior by parents. 

 

5.3 The Epistemic Limits of Authoritarian Norm Change 

This brings us to the second point: when the impatient moralist demands that those 

in network s must (now!) abandon norm n, she very likely fails to understand the 

function that n is serving in the social life of s, how that function could be better 

secured by alternative norms, or how n is embedded in the scripts and schemas 

shared by members of s (supra, <chap. 3, pp. 36ff, typescript>).  The social rules that 

we live by are not merely specifications of appropriate behavior (conditional on the 

behavior of others); they typically serve important and diverse functions, helping 

communities to cope with social dilemmas and tragedy of the commons problems 
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and, more generally, securing coordinated expectations about justice and fairness 

(Bicchieri, 2006: chap. 1: Gaus, 2015b). Understanding and justifying a norm requires 

grasping at least some of its functions, the network it serves, and how the 

performance of that function is related to other norms, background considerations, 

and feasible alternative norms and arrangements. In F. A. Hayek’s (1945) terms, a 

great deal of local knowledge is necessary to competently evaluate a social norm. 

Such knowledge can only be obtained by drawing on the information of the 

participants in the network; those with general moral commitments, advancing 

broad condemnation based on abstract human rights judgments, are extraordinarily 

liable to miss much that is important in coming to a well-considered conclusion 

about the justification of a norm. When those who would change a practice of 

another community depict it as “barbaric” — the practice of barbarians, i.e., those 

who are “savage, heathen, brutes, or beasts” — we can infer that they may have well 

failed to fully understand it, and the community they would change. 

This is by no means to say that external criticisms might not be crucial in 

helping the participants to better understand their own norms and their failures. 

Gender presuppositions often exclude women from the set of recognized evaluators 

of norms — a state of affairs that women themselves might endorse. In this case, in 

my terms, the norm might meet the Minimal Justification Requirement (§2). External 

criticisms can help challenge the status quo (Sen, 2009, esp. chaps 6-7). Externally-

endorsed interventions such as the Tostan Community Empowerment Program can 
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assist in bringing about a more inclusive evaluation of the community’s rules — 

helping to bring the evaluation closer to public reasoning and Robust Justification 

(§4.1).  

 

5.4 The Authoritarian Moralist’s Tightrope: Justification, But Not too Much  

As Bicchieri has stressed, social norms do not merely guide behavior — they provide 

a system of normative expectations. When one fails to meet these expectations, 

others in the group are liable to gossip, criticize and otherwise sanction such failures 

(Henrich and Henrich, chap. 7). When one violates a social norm one expects, as it 

were, that others will call one out for it. Now it is easy to suppose that the main 

function of such “calling out” is to sanction violators, which changes the payoffs of 

violation such that conformity is the optimal action. But punishment is often a costly 

activity, requiring the expenditure of resources on the part of the punisher. And it 

may backfire, leading to retaliation. Punishment is critical (Gaus, 2011b), but it is not 

the core of “calling out.” In the analysis of Brennan et al. (2013, chap. 1) a critical role 

of social norms — especially social norms of great importance — is to establish 

accountability relations among members of a network. In a practice of 

accountability, when another calls me out for violation, she is holding me 

accountable for my violation. Again, we can think of this as a challenge and response 

dynamic (§4.2): another challenges my violation, and if I am unable to offer a 

response I am held to be at fault. If I endorse the norm, when called out for a 
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violation I am apt to feel guilt and remorse — I may apologize and will seek to alter 

my behavior. This is a fundamental way in which social norms order the life of a 

community, and in so doing change the character of the social relations of the 

members of the norm network. We see each other not simply as others to be 

controlled, but as participants in a structure of norms that define relations of 

accountability, reason-giving, and justification (Strawson, 1962; Gaus, 2011a, chap. 

4). 

 Now suppose our impatient moralist, forsaking the relevance of the internal 

view and its stress on justification, simply imposes a moral judgment on some group 

or community — and let us even grant that she is morally correct. And suppose even 

further that she is successful: she has managed to structure the system of incentives 

that includes punishments for those engaging in the prohibited behavior. But 

although we have stipulated that she can control behavior, she does not succeed in 

establishing a practice of accountability. When another calls one out for engaging in 

the behavior one will not feel guilty, since one’s personal normative beliefs do not 

endorse the prohibition. Indeed, absent pluralistic ignorance, normative expectations 

would not get a grip (no one really thinks one ought to behave this way): at best the 

group would have only a system of shared empirical expectations on this matter.  

 To avoid this collapse of the practice of accountability, our impatient moralist 

may well resort to methods of change that, while tracking her own personal 

normative beliefs, also seek to shape participants’ personal normative beliefs, 
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perhaps conducting a media campaign seeking to evoke disgust, or produce dramas 

that drive home the claim that this new norm accords with attractive personal 

normative beliefs or interests. In that case members of the targeted group might 

come to adopt a norm that meets the Minimal Justification Requirement (§2), yet also 

accords with the moral judgment of the now-rather-more-patient moralist. But 

unless the moralist is willing to subject the new norm to the reflective judgments of 

the targeted population (which would, in the end, drive toward the standard of 

Robust Justification), she must continue to employ techniques of indoctrination or 

discourse control that ensure that the norm (only) meets the Minimal Justification 

Requirement. Thus the authoritarian moralist seems to walk a tightrope, needing to 

allow sufficient (i.e., minimal) justification so that a practice of accountability 

remains viable,15 while controlling discourse and reflection so that it does not lead to 

more robust justification that could conflict with her judgments. 

 

6 WHERE THE WILD THINGS ARE 

Most of our social norms are in the wild. By and large, they develop in an 

unpredictable, path-dependent, way. Today’s social norm (say, about sexual 

relations among unmarried adults) typically depends on its ancestor norm(s) — 

what norm(s) did the present one emerge from? — as well as many other current 

                                                   
15 I leave aside whether it would truly be viable: it seems to depend on widespread false 
consciousness about the status of the norm. 
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norms shared by most of the network (say related norms about the employability of 

unmarried females, their relation to the fathers), personal normative beliefs 

(including religious), empirical beliefs, opportunities and resources, and practices of 

collective action in a group. The causes of norm change and abandonment are also 

diverse. Bicchieri’s most recent articulation of her approach, presented in this 

volume, is especially insightful, integrating into the model the role of autonomous 

trendsetters. Given their higher tendency to engage in risky activities, they lead the 

way in testing current norms and seeking to establish new ones, often in distinct 

trendsetter networks. Hayek welcomed this constant testing: “it is, in fact, desirable 

that the rules should be observed only in most instances and that the individual 

should be able to transgress them when it seems to him worthwhile to incur the 

odium this will cause. . . . It is this flexibility of voluntary rules which in the field of 

morals makes gradual evolution and spontaneous growth possible, which allows 

further modifications and improvements” (1960: 63). Such trendsetters can help 

dislodge empirical expectations, and supply examples of those who successfully act 

in new ways.  And there is reason to think that beneficial norms can quickly spread 

within a group  (Boyd and Richerson 2005: chap. 12). When a current norm does not 

meet the Minimal Justification Requirement, the Justification Effect (§2) suggests 

that, because sensitivity to a norm tends to be lower when it diverges from one’s 

personal normative beliefs, as other members of the network witness the behavior of 
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violators who escape significant sanctions, they too will increase their tendency to 

break with the norm, thus further whittling away empirical expectations.  

 In the sort of open society that Hayek had in mind, with its relatively free 

flows of information and discussion, this “spontaneous growth” does, I think, have a 

distinct tendency to displace unjustified norms, and encourage some movement 

toward Robust Justification (Gaus, 2011a, chap. 7; 2016, chap. 4). Nevertheless it is 

far from certain that this path-dependent, unregulated and messy process will 

successfully weaken norms that fail to meet standards of justification in a network. 

Bicchieri has analyzed a variety of dynamics that lead to “sticky” unjustified norms, 

such as pluralistic ignorance (§3). And if sufficient punishment is applied, any norm 

can be stabilized (Boyd and Richerson 2005: chap. 9). Furthermore, even when such 

a process does whittle way unjustified norms, the “modifications and 

improvements” that result may be far from what many reflective people would 

consider ideal. Thus our very strong temptation to domesticate our social norms — 

to regulate the conditions for their cultivation and growth, along with a good bit of 

weeding, to produce splendid specimens. On a small-scale, I have argued, this may 

indeed have very attractive justification-tracking features, but I have tried to 

articulate my worries that, as we scale up our norm horticulture, we should heed 

Rousseau’s (1911: 5) warning  — one may end up “shaped by his master’s tastes like 

the trees in his garden.”  
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