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Value-Mistaken and Virtue-Mistaken Norms

Philip Pettit

Many norms appear to arise, or at least to stabilize and fixate, as a result of an error
on people’s parts as to the attitudes of others. I think that this is a phenomenon of
more than marginal interest and my aim here is to put it in the limelight. In doing so
I draw in part on work done ¢clsewhere.!

My discussion will be in five sections. 1 look in turn at the definition of norms; at
how, under this definition, a norm can be based on an error shared among those who
observe it; at the psychological plausibility of such an error; at the sorts of norms
that are likely to be supported, for good or ill, in this way; and at the lessons for
institutional design.

1 The Definition of Norms

The word ‘norm’, as used in characterization of society, has two more or less ob-
vious connotations. First, anything that deserves to be described as a norm of a
society — an actual, not a would-be, norm — has to be a regularity that prevails there:
a pattern of behavior that characterizes the socicty, marking it off from actual or
potential competitors. But, second, the regularity in question cannot be a matter of
indifference amongst the people who sustain it. In order to have the status of a norm,
a social regularity has to be seen, however tacitly, as something with a certain sort
of normative claim on people’s allegiance: as something that, for whatever reason,
is appropriate in relevant contexts; it has to attract approval or the breach of the
regularity disapproval.

But these two connotations do not exhaust the associations of the word *norm’,
as that is used in social contexts. Suppose that a regularity was behaviorally and
attitudinally supported among the members of a certain society but that there was
no connection between the attitudinal approval and the behavioral compliance; sup-
pose, in other words, that the attitudinal support was epiphenomenal in relation to
the behavioral compliance. In that case the regularity would certainly be something
that people had reason to welcome and celebrate, like an aspect of their biology;

! pettit (1990); Brennan and Pettit (_1993, 2000, 2004).
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140 P. Pettit

but it would scarcely count as a regularity that they treated as normative. This sug-
gests that we ought to build a third connotation into our usc of the word ‘norm’.
We ought to stipulate that in order for a regularity to count as a social norm, it
should not only be instantiated as a general rule, and not only seen in general as
an appropriate regularity to instantiate; in addition, the fact that it is seen as ap-
propriate - the fact that it is approved — should help to explain why it is generally
instantiated.

This characterization of social norms is fairly rough, since it lcaves open a range
of questions. Does a regularity count as generally instantiated if it is a regularity
that applics only to those holding a certain office or meeting a certain qualification?
How extensive is the pattern of approval envisaged when it is said that the regu-
larity must be seen as appropriate: appropriate morally, or at least prudentially, or
at least for someone with this or that goal in mind? Morcover, must the approval
be associated with the type of behavior, considered in general, or will it suffice if
it just happens instance by instance that the behavior is seen as appropriate? And
what, finally, is required for the pattern of approval to help to explain the pattern of
behavior? Must it contribute in some measure to the production of the behavior, at
least among a number of those complying? Or will it do if it is there to reinforce
the behavior, should the motives that normally produce it fail for one or another
reason? Will it do, in other words, if it is a virtual or standby force that is trig-
gered to support the behavior only on a necd-to-act basis, when the ‘red lights’ are
illuminated??

I am happy to leave aside most of these questions, taking the inclusive view
that we should be ready to describe as a social norm any of the large range of
regularities in people’s behavior that meet some version of our three conditions.
Thus a regularity among the members of a society will constitute a norm just in the
event that:

— nearly everyone conforms;
— the behavior is nearly always thought appropriate in some way;
— and this attitude helps to explain the general conformity.

I am happy also to leave aside the further question, often raised in this context,
as to whether it is essential for a social norm that the fulfillment of the three core
conditions is a matter accessible to common knowledge. It will be commonly known
that the conditions are fulfilled if each is aware that the conditions are fulfilled; each
is aware that each is aware of this; and so on indefinitely, for any question of higher
awareness that may arise. I am content that a regularity may count as a social norm
even if it is not accessible to common knowledge in this sense. The upshot is a
generous, perhaps deflationary sense of social norm. But it is supported by most
recent authors on the subject and ought not to generate any deep controversy.’

2 Peutit (1995).
3 Hart (1961); Winch (1963); Coleman (1990); Sober and Wilson (1998); Elster (1999).
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Value-Mistaken and Virtue-Mistaken Norms 141

Norms in this sense often have very welcome effects. They dictate the ways
in which people relate to one another in discourse, generally embracing patterns
of honesty, trustworthiness and sincerity; the ways in which they otherwise seek
to influence one another, eschewing resort to violence, theft, fraud, and coercion;
the ways in which they commit themselves conscientiously to various collaborative
causes, playing the part that is collectively required of them; and the ways in which
they conduct their business and professional lives according to relevant codes of
practice.

Such norms are the motors of civil society, leading people to deal well with one
another, even when they are beyond the reach of the law, are unconstrained by the
discipline of self-interest, and are free of the incentives provided by family and
related ties. They exemplify the idea of the rule of obligation introduced by H.L.A.
Hart in his classic study of “The Concept of Law’.* He characterizes such rules
by the fact that they generally prevail in the relevant group, they are supported by
serious social pressure, they are thought useful in some way for the life of the group,
and they are individually burdensome, however beneficial in group terms.

But norms in the sense defined — the sense that answers to our rough account —
may also be socially neutral or even socially counterproductive, unlike Hart’s rules
of obligation. Norms that are socially neutral will include the sorts of norms that
barely enter consciousness, such as those governing eye-contact and turn-taking in
conversation, and the distance at which it is appropriate to stand in relation to an
interlocutor. Socially counterproductive norms come in a variety of shapes. Some
will serve subcultures well, for example, while serving the society as a whole badly.
Some will have a mutually destructive effect as in the norms whereby it becomes
obligatory for people to exact revenge in kind for any harm done to a member
of their family.® And some will impose fashions and fads on people who would
generally prefer not to be motivated to embrace them; they represent a tyranny of
majoritarian esteem.’

One final comment on this definition of norms, before turning to the possibility
of norms sustained in error. There is no confitct in saying that a regularity that is
a matter of law, being supported by legal penalty, is also a norm; it can satisfy the
conditions for being a norm while satisfying also the conditions for being a law. And
neither is there any conflict in saying that a regularity that is a matter of convention,
say because it solves a coordination predicament to everyone’s satisfaction,® may
also be a norm; again it can consistently satisfy the conditions for belonging in
each of those categories. The class of norms to which our definition directs us can
overlap, and surcly does overlap, with those distinct categorics.

4 Hart (1961), pp. 84-85; sce also Ullmann-Margalit (1977), pp. 12-13.

5 Goffman (1975).

6 Elster (1990); Hardin (1995); Nisbett and Cohen (1996).

7 McAdams (1997). See also Dharmapala and McAdams (2001) and McAdams (1995).
§ Lewis (1969). -
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142 P. Pettit
2 The Possibility of Error-Dependence

The definition of norms just given allows for a varicty of normative regularities.
Norms will vary, for example, depending on factors like the following:

— whether compliance is approved, non-compliance disapproved, or both condi-
tions hold;

— whether the approval involved is a matter of egocentric comfort or advantage or
engages a more moralized disposition;

— whether the approved compliance involves successfully achieving something or
just trying to do so, as in a norm of aspiration.

I am interested here, however, in a different source of variation in norms. Under
the definition offered, it is required that there is a general pattern of approval and
that this helps to explain the compliance of each with the regularity in question. But
there are a number of ways in which the general pattern of approval may connect
with individual compliance and, correspondingly, there are different sorts of norms
that the approval may support.

The standard connection, as we might describe it, involves each individual in in-
ternalizing the general pattern of approval — coming to share the attitude of approval
present in the society at large ~ and in being led by his or her personal approval
into instantiating the regularity. When such an internalized norm is in place, those
who conform to it will do so out of personal attachment or conviction to the value
in question and will count, by traditional criteria, as agents of virtue.

Some theorists give almost exclusive attention to internalized norms, empha-
sizing how far internalization supports the stability of normative behavior.® But
even if internalization aids stability, it seems scarcely deniable that virtuous, norm-
observant behavior may often be supported by something distinct. It may be rein-
forced — it may be protected from weakness of will and the like — by the fact that if
someone does not act in accordance with a received norm, particularly a norm that is
socially beneficial, then he or she is going to lose the approval of others, and perhaps
attract their disapproval. Assume that for whatever reason, intrinsic or instrumental,
people care about enjoying the positive approval of others and avoiding their dis-
approval.'® In that case it should be clear that if failures of virtue lead to failures
of behavior, then people are liable to be punished, however involuatarily, by those
others who observe and understand what they have done; they will be punished, at
the least, by the withdrawal of approval, or the appearance of disapproval.

Once we recognize that people may be motivated by the pursuit of others’ ap-
proval, rather than by the internalization of that approval, then we are in a position
to sec that not all norms, however widely instantiated, may be internalized. There
are two varieties of non-internalized norms that are possible, in particular.

2 Cooter (1994; 1996).
10 payrit (1990); Brennan and Pettit (2004).
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Value-Mistaken and Virtue-Mistaken Norms 143

Given that people are motivated by the desire for the approval of others, the first
possibility is that each acts out of that desire, and out of that desire only, without any-
one actually having the attitude of approval in question. Everyone, in other words,
is mistaken in thinking that others generally approve of a certain form of behavior —
they are mistaken about the relevant value adopted by others — yet everyone displays
that behavior, believing falsely that this will attract the approval of others. This pos-
sibility has been described by psychologists as a case where pluralistic ignorance
supports a norm.'!

A good example of a norm supported in pluralistic ignorance — better, perhaps,
pluralistic error — is that whereby, according to one study, a group of students tended
to comply with a certain regularity in the amount of alcohol consumed on a night
out. The study revealed that almost all of the students disapproved of the relatively
high level of drinking required under the regularity but abided by that regularity
because of mistakenly thinking that others disapproved of lower levels of consump-
tion.'?

Should a regularity supported in such error about the values of others count as a
norm, under our definition? It may scem not, since the definition presupposes that
the behavior involved attracts approval, or its absence disapproval — that it actually
answers to an espoused value — and all that is available in this case is the mistaken
expectation of approval or disapproval. But if I believe that everyone else approves
of some behavior, even a sort that I myself don’t approve of, there is a sense in which
I believe that that behavior is appropriate or valuable: it is appropriate-according-
to-local-standards. So perhaps this regularity should count as a norm under the
definition offered. Even if that is not accepted, however, it is surely reasonable to
recognize how close to a norm in the strict sense this sort of regularity is and to
trcat it as a limit case. And if that seems too relaxed a view to take, we can go back

~ and define a norm so that what is required is not necessarily general approval of

the behavior involved but the general expectation that there will be such gencral
approval.'?

So much for the first sort of non-internalized norm. The second variety has not
been explicitly recognized in the same way but becomes visible once we recognize
that people care about enjoying the approval of others and avoiding their disap-
proval: for short, care about their approval. It involves error, like the first, but error
about a somewhat difterent issue from that of whether others approve of a certain
behavior. In this case, people believe that others approve of the relevant type of
behavior, and they are right to do so: they get the values of others right. But here
they mistakenly think that it is this personal approval that leads others, in fidelity
to their values, to display that behavior. They rightly believe that the others see the
behavior as appropriate or valuable, even perhaps required, but they wrongly think

' Miller and Prentice (1994, 1996).
12 See Prentice and Miller (1993); Schroeder and Prentice (1998).
13 Brennan and Pettit (2004), pp. 267-8.
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144 P. Pettit

that others perform the behavior out of a recognition of its merits in that regard; lh(.y
mistakenly think that the others are virtuous. :

This scenario of error about the virtue of others, as distinct from crror about their
values, is possible under the hypothesis that people care about the approval of others.
For while everyone thinks that others are displaying the normative behavior out of
personal virtue — as a result of their personally approving of the behavior — the fact
may be that they display that behavior out of a desire to enjoy the approval of others
or avoid their disapproval. The scenario is one in which everyone is ‘continent’
rather than virtuous, doing the right thing for reasons other than that it is right:
doing the right thing for the sake of the approval of others. A norm is sustained in
people’s behavior but it is not internalized by anyone.

The first case of a non-internalised norm not only involved error; it involved error
essentially. Did students in the drinking example know that others don’t actually
hold by the pattern of approval imputed by each, that knowledge might be expected
to undermine the norm; and this appears to have been borne out in that actual study.
Adherence to the norm in this case is, as we might say, error-dependent: more ex-
actly, it is dependent on the near universality of the error.

Does the second sort of non-internalized norm involve error essentially, in
the same way as the first? Is compliance with this norm also likely to be error-
dependent? I believe that there is a possible scenario in which it would be.

Imagine that the soldiers in a military unit all display courage in action, that they
all approve of courageous behavior and that those two facts are correctly registered
in common belief amongst them: each believes that each believes this, and so on.
Imagine, next, that they each hold by the equally common belief that the courageous
behavior of others testifies to the presence of personal courage — that is, virtue —and
that others act as they do out of such courage. But imagine, finally, that this belief
is false, since they each act out of the belief that if they act courageously they will
be taken to be courageous like the others and that they will attract approval on that
account: they will avoid the stigma of being seen as cowards.

In such a situation compliance with the norm is certainly error-dependent: that
is, dependent on the near universality of the error. For suppose that this error
was not in place, so that it was a matter of common belief that no one is re-
ally courageous or virtuous and that they all behave courageously, if they do, out
of a wish to be scen as courageous. In that case, not only will there not be a
motive of courage to drive the soldiers to behave courageously, neither will the
motive of secking a reputation for courage be present; or neither at least will it
be effective. For no one will be able to think that others will take them to be
courageous just because they behave courageously. Behaving courageously will
not be supported, then, in the motivations of the partics and, short of an aware-
ness of this absence of motive generating some further transformation — which it
well may do — courageous behavior will vanish. We can imagine an information-
cascade in which the awareness that there is no reputational gain in acting coura-
geously — in particular, no shame in failing to do so — rapidly spreads to the
point where almost no one remains disposed to act that way; there is mutiny in
the ranks.’

Supplied by The British Library - "The world's knowledge"
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Value-Mistaken and Virtue-Mistaken Norms 145

One final comment. In both the cases we have considered the error committed
is made by everyone. That is a particularly dramatic and clear-cut sort of situation
but it is worth mentioning that error-dependence may also come in degrees. A norm
imay come to be maintained, not in virtue of universal error on some matter, but in
virtue of a certain level of error, whether about attitudes or dispositions. In this paper
I abstract from a consideration of such cases, however, as they would take me too
far afield. I focus on the more clearly paradoxical case where everyone is affected
by error and is led by that error into conforming with a norm. This focus is dicated
primarily by a concern for keeping things simple and manageable.

3 The Plausibility of Error-Dependence

These cases of error-dependent norms may seem, on the face of it, to represent
logical but very implausible scenarios. For, it may be asked, how could people be
led into the egregious sort of error required for the norms to emerge or at least
stabilize? Isn’t it willful and ad hoc to postulate such a rank degree of proneness to
error about the values or virtues of others? [ shall try to argue that it is not.

Social psychologists have documented a consistent tendency in people’s attribu-
tion of motives to others that they describe as the fundamental attribution error; 1
prefer to think of it as a bias, since it may not invariably lead to mistakes. E.E. Jones
presents it in the following terms. ‘I have a candidate for the most robust and re-
peatable finding in social psychology: the tendency to see behavior as caused by a
stable personal disposition of the actor when it can be just as easily explained as a
natural response to more than adequate situational pressure’.!

The fundamental attribution bias consists in a preference for explanations of what
people do, and of what people say, that emphasizes the contribution of character over
context. Let someone do or say something and there will be many possible explana-
tions. Some will suggest that pcople adapt in very finely tuned ways to differences
of circumstances, so that there are no easily predictable patterns in evidence. Oth-
ers will depict people as possessed of dispositions that are stable across ditferent
contexts and that dictate predictable patterns of response: patterns that materialize
reliably across quite different sorts of circumstances. The fundamental attribution
bias consists in a preference for this second sort of explanation, in which character
receives relatively more weight, context relatively less.

The finding about the fundamental attribution bias — and I shall assume that it is
a well-documented finding — bears in an obvious way on issues of the kind that arise
with non-internalized norms.

Suppose that your drinking companions routinely drink a certain amount and
routinely acquiesce in a general acceptance of that level of drinking, perhaps even
offering general applause for going that far: we may well expect such applause,
given that under the story presented it too can be expected — mistakenly - to earn

14 Jones (1990), p. 138.
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146 P. Pettit

approval. What more natural explanation of your companions’ behavior, then, than
that they approve of that level of drinking — in particular, perhaps disapprove of
a lower level — and that this approval plays a role in explaining their behavior? To
explain what they do in those terms is to project on them a stable complex of attitude
and motive. The disposition imputed suggests that regardless of who they are drink-
ing with, they should each be expected to maintain the same level of consumption;
it is to downplay the role that circumstances might be expected to play.

Contrast this sort of explanation, however, with that which appeals to the desire
of cach to be well regarded by others. Under that account, each has to explain the
behavior of the others as the product, not of a simple attitude-motive complex, but
in terms that give a much larger role to context. Each will take others to be stable
of disposition at the high level of secking the approval of others. But the disposition
imputed will be expressed in action in very different ways, depending on differences
of circumstances. Let the context be one where others are expected to approve of a
high level of drinking, and they will tend to drink to that level. Let it be one where
others are expected to disapprove of such drinking, and they will tend to drink Iess.

The fundamental attribution bias is bound to lead people to explain the presen-
tation of others in the simpler, more context-invariable way. And it is precisely that
sort of explanation that each is expected to give of the behavior of others in the
story about the fixing of the drinking norm. True, the explanation given turns out
to be a mistake. But it is not an implausible ¢xplanation to posit. It is the sort of
account that is bound to appeal to anyone who is susceptible —as we are all said to
be susceptible — to the fundamental attribution bias,

The comments made on this case carry over to the second case of non-internalized
norms. Imagine that you are a soldier among soldiers, involved in a serics of dan-
gerous military engagements. There is no doubt in your mind but that you and your
fellows all approve of courage. Nor is there any doubt about this being a matter of
shared awareness. After all, you all talk about courage in the most positive terms,
and listen to regular harangues on the topic. So now you find that the others in the
ranks with you do indeed behave very courageously. What more natural explanation
than that this is due to the fact that they put their lives where their words are: they
march to the drum of their values?

This explanation is straightforwardly in line with the fundamental atribution
bias, imputing to others a stable disposition — again, a simple attitude-motive com-
plex — that can be expected to produce similar behavior across many fine differences
of context. Contrast with that explanation the account that you would have to give of
others’ behavior, were you to grasp the facts of the case, as my hypothesis presents
them. As in the other case, you would posit a stable, high-level disposition — the
concern with approval — that is liable to produce quite different behaviors in different
contexts. You would downgrade character and upgrade context in a way that runs
deeply against the grain of the fundamental attribution bias.

I conclude that in these respects the stories told in illustrating the possibility of
error-dependent norms are not at all implausible. The alleged mistakes about the
values and virtues of others are precisely the sorts of error that we should expect
them to be liable to make, according to received psychological analysis.
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But there is a second way in which the stories told may be thought to be im-
plausible. They suppose that people can be moved by one incentive but can expect
at the same time that others will explain their behavior by reference to another.
The motive that actually operates, according to those storics, involves the desire to
enjoy the approval of others and escape their disapproval. But the motive that agents
expect to be ascribed involves a much lower-level, context-insensitive disposition. Is
it reasonable to suppose that people could expect others to make that sort of mistake?

I believe it is, again because of the presence of the fundamental attribution bias.
The motive people expect to be attributed is the disposition to act in a way that
answers to how they are (really or apparently) disposed to approve and disapprove
of behavior: in the one case the disposition to drink to the level they make a show of
endorsing; in the other the disposition to act courageously after a pattern they clearly
admire. As there is no surprise about people’s explaining the behavior of others in
the erroncous manner described, then, so there should be no surprise about their
expecting others to make the same mistake in relation to them. If the fundamental
attribution bias is really a feature of human psychology, then it is likely to be a
salient feature and one that people are likely to expect others to display.

One final question. On the account given, pecople explain others’ behavior by
ascribing a stable, dispositional motive, and they expect others in turn to explain
their behavior by reference to a similar motive. But they themselves, according to
our account, act on the basis of a pattern of motivation that gives the lic to the
notion that low-level, dispositional motives are the more or less ubiquitous sources
of action. And they may more or less consciously act this basis. Does this make the
account inconsistent? Or does it at least mean that those to whom the account is
applied are inconsistent?

No, it does not. I might consistently think that I am motivated differently from
others, that others don’t see this, and that actually I am exceptional; there is in-
dependent evidence, indeed, that this is how we each tend to think of ourselves,
avoiding the attribution bias in our own case.!® Unlike others, so [ may feel, I lack
the required attitude of approval, or I lack the disposition to act as I approve. But I
do of course see the importance of securing approval and so fall back myself on this
other motive. On the account offered, we might suggest that people generally think
they are different from others in these respects. And that would not be a particularly
difficult hypothesis to embrace, given the frequent asymmetry in how people view
themselves and others.

There is a second fairly plausible hypothesis that would also explain how I could
act on one motive but expect to be ascribed another. This is that I am not always
aware of how my own motives work; it is not always the case that I more or less con-
sciously act out of a desire for esteem or a fear of disesteem. While being sensitive
primarily to the forces of approval and disapproval, I may often imagine, whether
out of self-ignorance or self-deception, that 1 am not like this: that I am, in fact,
exactly like others in being moved by the same values or the same virtues.

15 Jones and Nisbett (1971).

Supplied by The British Library - "The world's knowledge"



148 P. Peutit

To sum up, then, there is no deep implausibility in holding by the assumptions
that would predict and explain the appearance of error-dependent norms. The fun-
damental attribution bias, powerfully supported as it allegedly is, should lead us
to expect exactly the pattern of motivational attribution that would account for the
presence of such norms.

4 Varieties of Error-Dependent Norms

There are two broad types of error-dependent norms identified in the story told
so far, one sort exemplified by the drinking case, the other by the case of mili-
tary courage. The first I describe as valuc-mistaken norms, the second as virtue-
mistaken norms.

Value-mistaken norms will be liable to emerge only so far as two conditions are
fulfilled. The first is that those among whom the norm emerges care greatly for one
another’s approval; in particular, care enough to be ready to act against their own
values for the sake of the approval of others. And the sccond is that conditions are
such as to allow the parties to be mistaken about one another’s values, and so about
what they are each likely to approve or disapprove.

The first condition suggests that there will be considerable peer pressure as-
sociated with membership of the group in question. And the sccond implies that
members of that group do not come together out of a search on the part of each
for those of a common mind: a scarch for people who share the same values
and the same attitudes of approval and disapproval; the group forms on some
other basis. These conditions are likely to be fulfilled quite commonly, so that we
should not be surprised if there are a varicty of value-mistaken norms in place in
any society.

Two salient possibilities are worth mentioning. One involves what we might think
of norms of corruption; that is, corruption from the point of view of the wider soci-
ety. Take a group of police officers who have a defensive attitude towards outsiders,
expecting them to be somewhat hostile. Membership and acceptance in the group
will tend to matter greatly to officers, particularly so far as they expect outsiders
not to accept them fully. Given that they do not invariably join the force out of any
particular values, there will be room in such a group for members to be unsure about
what exactly others care about. In such a scenario it is very possible that a number
of value-mistaken norms may emerge or stabilize.

Imagine that someone in the group is scen by others as breaching police rules —
that is, the rules imposed by higher authority — in some perhaps not very signifi-
cant manner. Will any of those others report the breach? Very possibly not, since
they are each liable to be afraid of alicnating themselves from the offender and
his or her fricnds; and this, even if they each actually disapprove quite strongly of
the breach. But suppose now that this pattern of not welching on fellow-officers
begins to get established as a routine of behavior. As it does, this will suggest to
cach that others disapprove of welching and approve of turning a blind eye to an
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individual officer’s offences, at least within certain limits. And so we can imagine
that a norm of not welching may emerge, with almost everyone conforming, with
almost everyone expecting almost everyone to approve of conformity, and with this
expectation helping to keep the norm in place. But for all that our story entails,
the norm may be value-mistaken in character and so not internalized by the par-
tics. The members of the force may cach disapprove of not welching — they may
embrace the value of whistle-blowing — and may cach keep to the pattern of not
welching only out of an erroncous expectation as to how others would respond to
whistle-blowing.

If there is a norm of not welching in place among the members of such a police
force, of course, then there will be room for the emergence of other value-mistaken
norms as well. Suppose that while members of the group think that others disap-
prove of whistle-blowing, they believe that there are certain limits to what will be
tolerated: there are forms of breach such that no one would disapprove of their
being publicized. And suppose now that a certain form of breach that goes beyond
the ascribed limits begins to emerge in the group — say, one of taking bribes — yet is
not exposed by fellow officers. It may be that each is wrong in thinking that this is
beyond the limits of tolerance; it may be that the behavior is reported by no one, out
of fear of incurring disapproval as a whistle-blower. But so far as there is a general
mistake made about the limits of tolerance — surely, a real possibility — cach may
then be led to think, again mistakenly, that actually the behavior in question is not
disapproved of by others, perhaps even that it attracts a degree of approval. The error
about attitudes to whistle-blowing can generate other errors too. Value-mistaken
norms may multiply and propagate.

The group of police officers imagined exemplifies a range of real-world possibil-
ities. Instead of police officers we might have imagined the lower-level workers in
any enterprise, the students in a school, the inmates in a prison, or the members of
any professional association. In every such case there will be motives in place that
allow for a value-mistaken norm of not whistle-blowing to emerge and, as a result,
for the appearance of other value-mistaken norms. These other norms may lead to
a tolerance of shirking or bullying or closing ranks against outsiders, even when
everyone in the relevant group disapproves of those behaviors.

I do not say, of cousse, that whenever there is a norm against whistle-blowing, or
whenever any of the associated norms prevails, that is because people are mistaken
about one another’s values. But 1 do say that even if individuals hold values that
would support whistle-blowing and would outlaw: a variety of other breaches, those
values need not give rise to corresponding norms.

The value-mistaken norms illustrated can be described as norms of corruption,
since they support behaviors that fall away from standards that others expect mem-
bers of the group to honor. But 1t is worth mentioning that they do not exhaust the

possibilities for value-mistaken norms. A second, more or less salient possibility is

that norms of correctness, as I will call them, may emerge on the basis of mistaken
values. I take the word ‘correctness’ from the way in which we speak of political
correctness, though I believe that norms of correctness may run far beyond the limits
of any explicitly political context.
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With norms of corruption people are misled by the action or inaction of others
into ascribing values that none of them actually endorses. With norms of correctness,
they will tend to be misled by the speech or silence of others into making similar
mistakes. Suppose that a group of a political or religious or cultural character is
established and, as in the earlier sort of case, that it commands great allegiance
among members; they each care greatly about belonging. And now imagine how
people are likely to respond to the words of some autherities or would-be authorities
within the group, when they declare what the attitudes and values of the group are
and what they require. Such a declaration will carry influence, so far as no one
opposes it. Yet people may each fail to oppose it, not because of sharing the values
declared, but because of assuming that others do share them and because of fearing
the ostracism that would go with resisting the common line. No onc may oppose the
declaration, in short, because no one may dare oppose it; no one may think that the
risk of being the only dissident voice is worth taking.

Nor is this all. It is also possible in such a case that the person or persons who
assume the role of authority and declare the values of the group are not themselves
sincere. Just as those who fail to oppose them may not share in the declared values,
so the authorities themselves may fail to share in them. The people involved may
mistakenly think that others do share the values and may put themselves forward as
spokespersons for those values, not out of an attachment to the ideals, but out of a
wish to ingratiate themselves with other members of the group.

This possibility is all too easy to envisage. Any number of political and religious
and social movements are liable to generate the sort of pressure under which words
can engender norms that no one dares to dishonor, even while they are each opposed
to the norms in their hearts. Insincerely endorsed words may be cheap for those who
utter them; indeed, they may promise a positive reward in the approval that they are
expected to earn. And insincerely accepted or unopposed words may be powerful;
they may give rise to a cascade of behaviors that no one approves but that everyone
displays.

So much for value-mistaken norms, whether of corruption or correctness. The
other error-dependent norms that we identificd are virtue-mistaken rather than value-
mistaken. They arise, not on the basis of an error about what others approve or
disapprove, but on the basis of an error about why others display the behavior of
which they approve and avoid the behavior of which they disapprove. The error here
consists in thinking that others are virtuous — they are disposed to act according to
their values — and that it is their virtue rather than any ulterior motive that explains
why their actions conform to what they say and think.

Virtuc-mistaken norms presuppose that membership and acceptance matter to
people just as much as they do in the other case, so that each is loathe to lose the
approval of others or earn their disapproval. But it is a matter of common awareness
in this case that such and such patterns of behavior are approved of or disapproved
of — the values of people in the group are manifest. Here error can kick in, then, not
in the perception of how others approve or disapprove, but only in the perception
of their motives. Why, however, might it kick in? Why might it be the case that
although everyone thinks that others are possessed of the virtue of living up to their
values, no one actually has that sort of virtue?
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The obvious answer is that while such virtue is a natural disposition to ascribe in
explanation of value-conforming behavior — this, in view of the fundamental attri-
bution bias — the value in question is very demanding and is unlikely to be capable
of motivating the ordinary run of people, all on its own. In order to identify exam-
ples of virtue-mistaken norms, then, we need only reflect on cases where the valucs
that people proclaim — and proclaim sincerely — are really very demanding and are
unlikely to have such an imaginative and emotional appeal that they will routinely
gird agents against temptation. People will see others generally conforming but will
have to struggle against temptation to conform themselves. And when they succeed,
if they succeed, that will not be because they are as virtuous as they think others are.
It wiil be because the cost of failure, as they see it, would be too grave to bear: it
would consist in being seen, to their shame, as more or less isolated defectors.

The case of military courage exemplifies this structure faithfully. It gocs against
the grain of human nature, by the testimony of history and introspection, to expose
oneself to grievous physical danger; or to do this, at any rate, when there is no
immediate goal like that of aiding a comrade in trouble. But in the military context
everyone will clearly regard action in face of such danger as a supreme value and
everyone will sce others as having enough virtue — enough courage — to be able to
honor that value in practice. In such a context, the prospect of being the only one
not to act virtuously — the only one not to act as if they had the virtue — will promise
ignominy and stigma. It should be no surprise if, under the force of that motive,
everyone does indeed act virtuously. No one has the virtue of courage: no one has an
attachment to the value that is strong enough to see them through adversity. But, this
being the only way to avoid the prospect of a crushing burden of shame, everyone
simulates the presence of such virtue and seeks to hide what they wrongly see as
their untypical, perhaps unique, cowardice.

The structure that courage exemplifics, according to this story, is liable to be
replicated across many different contexts. Take any of the values that arc univer-
sally acknowledged, difficult in practice to honor, yet fairly generally conformed
to. In any such case, there will be a possibility that the norm is maintained on a
virtue-mistaken basis. There is going to be a question, then, as to how far various
norms may not be due to mistakes on people’s parts about one another’s virtue; in
particular, mistakes sourced in a credulous acceptance that others are made of better
stuff than they are themsclves.

We have focused in this essay, for simplicity, on cases where error is wholesale
rather than coming in degree. There may not be many norms where it is plausible
to think that they are virtue-mistaken in that wholesale way but there are likely
to be many where such error plays at least a partial role. Think of values that are
commonly proclaimed, whether in society as a whole or in certain groups, such as
punctiliousness in making one’s tax return, steadfastness in upholding a religious
faith, or conscientiousness in preparing oneself for committee deliberations. All of
these values make demands that may prove hard to sustain as one is assailed by the
temptation to fudge some financial details, to raise doubts about a church’s teaching,
or to cut corners in reading background material. People may well overcome such
temptations by dint of attachment to the relevant value. But there is always a possi-
bility that the real force that enables them to achieve this success is not their natural
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virtue but the perhaps credulous belief that others do have such virtue combined
with the desire to avoid the shame of appearing to be more or less isolated deviants.

The examples of value-mistaken and virtue-mistaken norms that we have can-
vassed in this last section should be sufficient, I hope, to show that error-dependent
norms are not only a possibility; it is very likely that some such norms obtain in
any society or any grouping. That people conform to norms, then, does not mean
that those norms are internalized amongst them: that they internalize the values
and the corresponding virtuous dispositions. Many norms may prevail — whether
for good or for ill — as a result of the simulated adherence to certain values or the
simulated display of certain virtues. The social patterns that obtain among people in
aggregate may give only very misleading cues as to the patterns that obtain in their
individual souls.

S5 Towards Institutional Design

If there is likely to be such a cleavage between patterns in social life and the patterns
in people’s souls, of course, then that raises a serious question as to how far we
should deplore this phenomenon, or how far we should try to turn it to good. The
moralist’s response will be to say that we should deplore it. But the institutional
designer’s will be that, on the contrary, we should try to build on it. Recognizing
that the task in institutional design is to construct something straight out of what
Kant called the crooked timber of humanity, we should try to sec how far mistakes
about value and virtue can be exploited for social good.

I favor the response of the institutional designer. It may seem that the response
involves condoning and encouraging hypocrisy. But the hypocrisy involved is spe-
cial. Hypocrisy in the normal sense means dissimulation: pretending to have done
something approved of, or to have avoided something disapproved of, when this is
not actually the case. Hypocrisy of the sort displayed in upholding error-dependent
norms is quite different. It means doing something good out of a love of approval, or
out of a fear of disapproval, while pretending to do it out of a love of the value rel-
evant to the approval or disapproval. This is not the hypocrisy of dissimulation but,
in the old phrase, the hypocrisy of simulation: the hypocrisy involved in simulating
the behavior of those who internalize a norm, without having internalized it oneself.
Simulation is a very benign sort of hypocrisy, since it leads to the same behavior as
internalization of the norm; the shortfall associated with it is not behavioral but only
motivational.

Assuming that we should not baulk at the prospect of condoning such simulation,
what steps in institutional design would the observations of this paper support? The
paper supposes that people care about the esteem of others, and shrink from their
disestcemn; and that mutual exposure is sufficiently assured to engage this concern
and motivate the simulation of internalized, normative behavior. But it directs our
attention to two phenomena in particular that may be exploited in mobilizing the
forces of esteem and using them to generate or reinforce socially desirable patterns
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of behavior; 1 shall assume for simplicity that there is no issue about what patterns
count as desirable, what not. The first is the tendency of people to be guided by a
desire for correctness, in particular correctness according to what are taken as the
expectations of a group. And the second is people’s credulity in being prepared to
accept that others are virtuously attached to a value that they themselves find it very
hard to internalize in their motivations.

We can casily imagine situations in which the culture of correctness gives life —
and so, can be cxploited to give life — to some socially attractive norm. Without re-
atly recognizing or internalizing the value of not smoking in the company of others,
or putling one’s recycling in a separate bin from one’s trash, or using language that
respects propricties of gender or race, it seems entirely plausible that people should
be moved to act in a way that supports such patterns. But there is no block to this
being true of everyone. And so we can equally imagine that while each acts in a way
that will attract the approval of those who recognize the appropriate value, actually
there may be few if any members of the socicty who do recognize it.

The norms we imagine emerging under a culture of correctness, we can equally
casily imagine emerging as a result of people’s credulity in thinking that others are
more virtuous than they are themselves. Consider the old emphasts on the impor-
tance of giving a good example to others, in particular giving a good example to
thosec who might be expected to be less attached to a relevant norm. This under-
scores the common belief that if people have faith in the virtue of their fellows —
including the virtue of their betters — then this sharpens the incentives they have to
simulate that virtue, thereby winning esteem or avoiding disestecem. The belief is
also underscored by the common fear of revealing to the members of a community
just how many of them fail to live up to certain standards. It is a rare society in
which government will be happy to reveal the fact that fewer people comply with
the tax laws than is generally believed. It is a rare church in which the authori-
tics will concede that fewer members conform to certain norms of faith or morals
than might be generally expected. This being so, there can be little doubt about the
possibility of exploiting people’s credulity in order to muscle certain norms into
existence.

But could we rcally hope to establish a norm by putting it about that correctness
requires such and such behavior; or by making it seem that many people act out of a
love of the value involved in the norm? Wouldn’t any norm established in that way
be very unstable, being susceptible to collapse at the point where the truth comes
out: the Emperor has no clothes? I don’t think so. Norms that begin in a culture of
correctness or a habit of credulity can gain a more solid hold if the value involved —
unlike perhaps the value of becoming intoxicated with others — is one that can really
engage human aftections. The point is particularly persuasive if we consider a case,
not where absolutely no one holds the value at the start, but where a portion of the
socicty do. Correctness and credulity may cause the class of those who hold by the
value to increase, as more and more of those who pay it lip service only — behavioral
service only — come to register and feel its affective grip.

This claim should not be surprising. There is a long and plausible tradition of
thinking that internalized adherence to norms can be supported and stabilized by
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collateral incentives and my claim about the power of a culture of correctness, or a
habit of credulity about the virtue of others, fits easily within this. The tradition may
have its origin in the Aristotelian idea that contincnce — compliance with the right
for reasons independent of its rightness — can support and even give rise to virlue
proper: to a compliance with right behavior that is a matter of second nature and
bespeaks an attachment to the right.'® Doing the right thing for the wrong reasons
may be a vice: to quote from T.S. Eliot’s ‘Murder in the Cathedral’, it may be ‘the
greatest treason/To do the right deed for the wrong reason’. But if it is a vice, then
it is a saving vice; it represents a form of motivation and behavior that is friendly to
virtue, not inimical.!?

We should not rail against the resort to institutional design, then, not even against
the resort to mobilizing correctness and credulity for design purposes. It is now
widely recognized that people become responsible citizens through being ‘respon-
sibilized”.!8 If they are held responsible for certain failures on a basis of more or
less strict liability, and they know that this is so, then they are likely to become
sufficiently attentive to ensure that any failure which occurs will actually be a matter
of fault; they will be blameworthy in the ordinary sense, not in the sense of being
just strictly liable.!” People may be made fit to be held responsible by being treated
as if they were fit to be held responsible.

The reason we should not rail against institutional design of the sort envisaged
here is that what is true of responsibility may also be true of normative sensitivity.
As we may make people responsible by treating them as if they were responsible, so
we may make people normatively sensitive by getting them to behave, out of a love
of esteem, as if they were sensitive. As we may responsibilize people, so we may
equally hope to be able to ‘sensitize’ them: that is, to sensitize them to the claims of
suitable values.

This may sound like the expression of a government-house mentality, in which
we the institutional designers think of oursclves as different from those on whom
impose our designs. But that need not be so. We should each be aware of the com-
plexity and fragility of our own motivations; none of us can be complacent, for ex-
ample, about the possibility of remaining virtuous while wearing the ring of Gyges.
And being aware of our own nature in that way, we should embrace the prospect of
being scaffolded in our fragile commitment to relevant values. We should embrace
this prospect even as we recognize that that scaffold may be the product of human
design, and perhaps the product of our own designing initiatives.

F

16 Aristotle (1976).

17 Lovejoy (1961); Brennan and Pettit (2004).
18 Garland (2001).

19 peytit (2001), Chap. 1.
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